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Editor’s Introduction

When in 1942 Freedom Press published George Woodcock’s
pamphlet New Life to the Land — with no question mark! — farmers and
farming had suddenly become important for this island at war and
surrounded by U-Boats waiting to sink the merchant ships bringing
foodstuffs. Pre-war Britain imported most of its food from those
countries that would then have the currency to buy our manufactures.

But war changed everything. All of us who lived in the cities were
desperately looking for allotments. LLarge areas of LLondon’s parks
were made into allotments. Farmers found themselves in ‘reserved
occupations’ and the slogan ‘Dig for Victory’ was plastered
everywhere. Flower gardens were transformed into vegetable plots
and window boxes ‘conscripted’ to grow tomatoes!

Farmers, after years of hard times with imports so much cheaper
than what they could produce at home, were being pampered and
they certainly did well financially out of the war, and some in the Black
Market as well. In my opinion, they have done very well ever since.
Where some of them have come unstuck is in imagining that the banks
and other money-lenders were amis du peuple and that they would
provide the wherewithal when a parcel of land nearby came up for
sale. To this day farmers cannot resist buying more land (and bigger
machines!) in spite of always moaning about managing to make a
living. The fact is that farmers owe the money-lenders anything up to
£10,000 million. Many of the smaller farmers, who couldn’t pay the
mortgage and interest repayments, have given up the struggle.
Incidentally, nowadays a ‘small’ farmer in this country is one who
cannot make a living on less than 100 acres! Which is not surprising
since the farmer-broadcaster Oliver Walston goes on saying that but
for the subsidies he couldn’t make a living off 3,000 acres!

This explains, of course, why over the fifty years since the end of
World War Two the farming population has dramatically decreased.
Since we have no modern equivalent in this country of the Domesday
Book, we don’t know who and how many own the land. However, in
1942 when we published New Life to the Land the figures Woodcock
quoted were that:

In farming the employing class bears a substantial ratio to the employed. All
told, there are some 370,000 farms and holdings of one kind and another in
this country. There are approximately 800,000 regular agricultural workers,
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so that it will be seen that there is approximately one master to every two
men. Almost all these farmers take an active part in the work of their farms.
Many of them employ no labour — some 60,000 of the holdings are below five
acres, and 165,000 between five and fifty acres.

Today there are fewer than 150,000 farms and a lot fewer farmers.
As to farm workers, their numbers must be down to less than 200,000
including part-time operatives. In The Raven 17 on ‘Use of Land’ 1
was already then (1992) pointing out that to my knowledge four local
‘farmers’: '

... with at least 1,000 acres each in one corner of Suffolk have recently sacked
their staff, sold their machinery and put their farms out to contract.

and I commented that they were not farmers “nor are the contractors
who direct operations from offices in Colchester or Chelmsford”.

Since then more large farmers have employed local contractors to
work their cereal farms.

And in a recent BBC farming programme comparisons were made
between cereal yields — 19 cwts in 1945 and today’s 3% to 4 tonnes
per acre which was explained by the ever-increasing ‘productivity’ —
and the new varieties of cereals and the massive machinery. Farmers
interviewed boasted of being able to combine 250 tonnes of cereals
in a day! And also that today a 1,500-acre cereal farm could be dealt
with by three workers, but at a pinch with two! One thing the salesmen
for factory farming didn’t mention were the quantities of pesticides
and herbicides and the tonnes of nitrogen applied to these cereal
prairies, which are now polluting our streams and rivers for decades
to come.

Nobody in their right minds, least of all anarchists, would reject any
advances in technology to make the life of farmers and farmworkers
less arduous than it was in the distant past, but so long as farming is
part and parcel of the capitalist system the farmer will seek to
maximise his profits by hook or by crook at the expense of any
employees and, in the final analysis, of the consumer. And last but
not least, in this age of European Union subsidies fraud is on a massive
scale.

Anarchists are utterly opposed to the private ownership of land. As
one writer gave the title of his book Whose Land s it Anyway?, this 1s
the basic question and until not only the land but also the oceans that
are being fished to extinction by ever-larger machines and trawlers,
are declared to be our heritage and that of future generations, there
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can be no stopping the massive trawlers fishing the seas dry and the
equally monstrous tractors and factory farming techniques poisoning
our environment, and with it mankind.

Of one thing I am certain and it is that so long as the land is privately
owned with lavish subsidies for the owners there can be no agricultural
and horticultural system which is in the interests of the consumer.
And let’s not forget that set-aside has been introduced since Freedom
Press published The Raven 17 on ‘Use of Land’ (1992) and involves
more than a million acres of arable land in this country alone for which
farmers are being paid anything up to £100 an acre to do nothing. A
number of Major’s ministers are each benefiting from this bonanza
to the tune of up to £150,000 a year!

New Life to the Land without a question mark implies not only that
the land should be taken over by the people but that there are ‘armies’
of youngsters longing to go back to the land.

Reflecting on 27 years (admittedly late in life) working as an organic
market gardener, my experience convinces me that most youngsters
are not interested in working on the land. I hope I am wrong, for until
the new generation claims that the land belongs to all of us and also
want to experience the joys and the disappointments, but above all
the deep satisfaction from the feeling that however badly remunerated
is work on the land one is producing something worthwhile nothing
will change.

Today millions of salary-slaves ‘commute’ to the big cities five days
a week and spend their 9-5 jobs producing pieces of paper which help
to keep the rich rich, but nobody as yet can survive on a diet of paper!

When will the people of the western capitalist world realise that there
is a different kind of life — free from all the current ‘diseases’ of ‘stress’,
‘having no time to do all the things one would like to do’ — available
if only they don’t expect others to take decisions for them.

I hope this issue of The Raven, which apart from the concluding
articles by Woodcock and Malatesta which suggest what agriculture
could be in an anarchist society, presents all the problems of wresting
the land from private or state ownership. Both Colin Ward’s piece on
the failure of the Land Settlement Association and the article on the
demise of the kibbutz movement in Israel are serious setbacks for
those of us who passionately believe that we shall only discover the
joys of life when we learn to appreciate the satisfaction that a return
to the land can provide. But this surely will only be possible when
private ownership has been abolished and the land is worked collectively
and with the production of guality produce for the consumers in mind.
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Today horticultural production is determined by the supermarkets,
more concerned with a standard-sized product which will fit in their
standard-sized packaging than with quality (flavour). And since they
have now managed to dominate 80% of the horticultural market in
this country it is not surprising that they get what they want and are able
to brow-beat growers on price. It is estimated by the supermarkets that
some £5,000 million of horticultural produce that could be grown
here 1s imported. Unlike the arable farmers, horticulture gets no
subsidies and so the supermarkets sell onions from Tasmania and
carrots from the USA, all subsidised!

And as to the organic movement, more than 70% of so-called
organic produce sold in this country is imported. And who checks
whether it 1s grown organically?

The Soil Association is now part of the European Union
establishment' and unless an organic grower pays the exorbitant
membership charges he/she cannot declare that their produce has
been grown ‘organically’, that is without sprays or artificial fertilisers.?
I have never belonged to the organisation. Instead from the beginning,
27 years ago, with Wholefoods in Baker Street, London, and the
group of families I supplied in London, it was mutual trust not
inspectors that was the link between us. Needless to say, they were free
to ‘descend’ on me whenever they wished.

Capitalist society makes the rules and appoints inspectors to see that
they are observed. What a joke! Even assuming there were enough
inspectors, when will people realise that capitalism by definition s
corruption. The police are riddled with corruption. The tax
authorities have revealed corrupt inspectors. But without detailing
more individuals, surely all the sleaze in European politics is enough
to convince even the simplest mind that the ABC of capitalism,
PROFIT, 1s the corrupting drug. We live in a capitalist society, so
draw your own conclusions!

VR

Notes

1. Which 1s now part of the United Kingdom Register of Organic Food Standards in
the Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries.

2. Which is what this writer declares on his invoices since he cannot afford, on a small
acreage, to pay the £300 per annum for membership of the Soil Association. Apart
from the fact that there can surely be no rapport between an organic grower and the
Ministry of Factory Farming!
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Freedom Editorial (1887)

Land Nationalisation

The rupture between Henry George* and the American Socialists at
the Syracuse Convention, whence the Social Democrat delegates
were excluded, will deeply afflict many of Henry George’s supporters
in this country. Having received from his powerful attacks against the
idle land-grabbers their first impulse towards Socialism, and having
seen in him one of those who undoubtedly have contributed towards
preparing the ground for Socialist ideas in this country, they will be
grieved to see the man whom they considered as an earnest champion
of the oppressed turning now his back on the workers and entering
into a union with the middle class.

For a union with the middle class it was, this Syracuse convention
of the United Labour Party, at which LLabour was noz represented even
by a feeble minority; while lawyers (fourteen lawyers!), doctors,
parsons, employers and grocers fully represented all factions of the
middle classes. Its platform is a middle-class platform throughout.

Many of Henry George’s supporters will be deeply grieved at what
they will consider as his new departure. But if they now revert to what
was the real meaning of his teachings since the very first day he began
to expound them, they will see that his present tactics constitute no
new departure at all; and they will understand why the middle classes
have shown, from the beginning, so much sympathy with his
teachings. The present position of Henry George is a logical
development of the ideas he has professed since his first start; and the
whole doctrine of land nationalisation — as it has been expounded and
professed in this country — never was anything but a theory inspired
by the desire of the middle classes to have the lion’s share in the profits
and political importance derived from the possession of land. What
we say now is not new; many years since, comrade Hyndman
powerfully exposed the defects of the land nationalisation schemes;

* Henry George (1839-1897) economist, journalist and newspaper
proprietor. His fundamental remedy for poverty was “a single tax levied on
the value of land exclusive of improvements and abolition of all taxes which
fall upon industry and thrift” — Editor.
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and neither Social Democrats nor Anarchists have entertained
delusions as to their real meaning.

When the land-nationalisers denounce the idlers who pocket the
surplus value given to land by the aggregate efforts of the whole
nation, one can but fully agree with them. But one is inclined to ask
why they, who are so keenly conscious of the evils of private
appropriation of land and so boldly denounce them, are so blind as
not to perceive the evils which have arisen in our industrial and trading
century from the appropriation by the few of the unearned increment
on the industrial field? How is it to be explained that the identity of
the two means of appropriating for the rich the fruits of the labour of
the poor escapes them, while it 1s clear even to the most bourgeois of
writers? And how is it that they continue to launch their thunders
against one class only of the two great classes of exploiters?

The rank and file of the land-nationalisers — those honest workers
who earnestly believe that land nationalisation is preached in the
interest of the workers — do not understand how anybody can
denounce the land-grabber, only that he may the better become a
land-grabber himself, and they answer to these questions, ‘Let us only
undermine the landed property; its evils are better felt and
understood; then the capitalist oppression will receive a mortal blow
at the same time’.

Immense illusion! Because the real result of the land nationalisation
schemes would be to divert from the middle classes the blow which
the working classes are preparing to strike at their exploiters, and to
direct it to their only competitor in exploiting — the landlord. During
the Chartist movement the workman was used by the middle classes
to snatch away the political power from the landed aristocracy. Now
he is to be used to snatch from them the land and to hand over this
real foundation of all power to the middle classes.

The rank and file are too honest to see it; but the leaders know well
that it 1s precisely so. And H. George himself is not mistaken on the
subject. In his last leader in the Standard (10th September 1887) he
openly says: “It 1s evident that the change would profit the capitalists
and labourers” and goes so far as to argue that “we have few capitalists
who are not labourers™.

The bourgeois leaders of the land nationalisation movement are
perfectly aware that their scheme would first profit capitalists, just
because it would increase the range covered by capital; and we know
that everything which profits capitalists and widens the field of their
powers will ultimately result in a further enslaving of the workmen.
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In fact, two separate things must be distinguished in land
nationalisation schemes: the title, and the contents; the banner with
its fine inscription, and the merchandise covered with the banner.

The banner which bears the words ‘Land Nationalisation’ may be
indicative of a grand aim; but all depends upon what is understood
by land nationalisation. It may mean the nation taking possession of
the land; everybody entitled to till the soil if he likes; everybody
entitled freely to organise in order to produce plenty of food for
humanity. It may mean also — and so it did in France by the end of
the last [eighteenth] century — the state confiscating the estates of the
priests and nobles and selling them to those who have the money to
buy; that is, partly to peasants but chiefly to the ‘Black Bands’ of 1793,
the bands of money-grabbers enriched by speculating on the people’s
starvation, or on cardboard-soled shoes supplied to the armies of the
Republic. It may mean even less; and so indeed it does, for in the
mouths of our Land Restorers and Nationalisers it simply means this:
everything remains as it is. But a Parliament converted to the ideas of
land nationalisation imposes heavy taxes on land values, and thus
compels the rascal lords to sell their estates. This is the bottom of all
land nationalisation schemes, nothing else has been preached by their
supporters.

No revolution, of course; no sudden changes. No expropriation of
manufactures, or railways; that would spoil the scheme. The East End
people must continue to starve and the West End people to squander
the money; cottagers’ families must continue to live on nine shillings
a week; parliament be elected as it is now; money remains almighty;
but the landlords are to be compelled by the said parliament to sell
their estates.

The dream of the turnip-jam, cotton-silk and poisoned beer
manufacturers is realised. One poor furniture-millionaire who died
the other day, notwithstanding his millions, never could attain his
ideal of being proprietor of a ‘Shaftesbury Castle’ and invite hunting
parties there! All his life long he was compelled to stamp his
note-paper merely ‘“Three Poplars Mansion’! Why did he not live on
until the land taxation scheme of the supposed Land Nationalisers
had become a reality? But the retired butcher next door hopes not to
die without having seen it, and then he will finally buy the
long-coveted corner of the park on the top of the hill, and erect there
his castle decorated with his leg-of-mutton arms. I understood that
he, too, is a Land Nationaliser! The nation — it is ke, and the
nationalisation is nothing but a taxation which will permit him, too,
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to have a park and a castle. He can pay the Georgite taxes for the
corner of the park, while Lord So-and-So is unable to pay thém for
the whole of the park.

And, while our furniture-millionaires and our retired butchers will
peacably enjoy life in their mansions, creating twenty parks where
there was one, the remainder of the land will be bought by
capital-owners who are now at their wits’ end where to invest their
capital, and a new landed aristocracy as bad as the old one will issue
from the scheme. The bourgeois will become the owner of the land,
the manufactures, the railways, the trade!

Maybe, the amount of cultivated land and of corn grown in this
country will increase. There will be no need to import so much corn
as we do now. But, will the workman be better paid for his labour?
Who will pay the land taxes — who can pay any taxes at all if it is not
the producer of wealth, the labourer who pays them with his labour?
And if he dares to claim more than nine shillings a week, can he not
be ousted by Chinese and Hindus who will be satisfied with three
shillings a week? Can the labourer who has no capital beyond his own
hands afford to compete with the capital-owners in the prices they
will offer to the State, in case the State should retain its rights in land
and rent it to the person who offers most for it? Can the labourer
compete with the capitalist, who can afford to pay more because he
can get good machinery, and import Chinese to serve it, with the
money stolen from the workman’s pocket?

The middle classes have understood at once that the land
nationalisation scheme, being a mere scheme of land taxation, is
much to their profit. Therefore, their tenderness to the scheme and
their harshness to Socialism. What a pity that so many honest workers,
led by loud phrases of sympathy and by the word Nationalisation
inscribed on the banner, have followed the LLand Reformer’s flag
without asking themselves: what does it cover?

We are not grieved about what is described as a new departure of
the Land Nationalisers. There is no new departure at all; they have
remained what they were, advocates of land taxation. Feeling
hindered by their Socialist tail, they have merely cut it off. That is all.
Those honest workers who joined their leagues for their banner’s sake,
without inquiring more closely into the real content of their teachings,
surely will be grieved by their own mistake. But they will profit by the
lesson.

They will know that the great words Liberty, Equality and
Fraternity, Home Rule, Radicalism, Socialism and Anarchism may
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be mere words. All depends upon the contents, and they will see that
the content may be best judged by the means proposed to attain the
end.

Shabby means imply a shabby end. Those who propose to change
all the present state of society, put an end to oppression, put an end
to poverty, regenerate social life by a few shabby means — whatever
the title they assume — have no grand end before them. They usurp
grand names to cover the hollowness of their contents.

Herbert Read

The Open Fields System

The Open Fields by C.S. and C.S. Orwin is a work of historical research
which in the publisher’s opinion could have no interest for readers of
Spain and the World.* Actually it is of great importance for anyone
concerned with the practical realisation of anarchism. It does not
describe an anarchist system of agriculture; nor a system which in any
of its details we would like to revive. Nevertheless, it 1s a book from
which the anarchist can derive considerable support for his theories.

Most people are aware that until a comparatively recent time much
of the land of this country was common land — that is to say,
communal land, cultivated by the community for the common
benefit. They are aware that gradually, but for the most part during
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, these common lands were
enclosed and divided among individual owners. It is true that a
considerable number have survived as ‘open spaces’ or ‘recreation
grounds’, but the commons as agricultural units have virtually
disappeared. They survive actively in only two or three places, one of

which 1s the subject of this book.

* Herbert Read (1893-1968) contributed this article to the anarchist
fortnightly Spain and the World for December 1938. A long biographical essay
by David Goodway is included in Herbert Read — A One-Man Manifesto
(Freedom Press, 205 pages, ISBN 0 900384 72 7, £6.00 post free inland).
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The system of agriculture practised under this communal system of
ownership is known as the Open Fields system — a system which lasted
in this country for at least two thousand years, and which was only
destroyed by the industrialisation or commercialisation of farming —
by the introduction of the profit motive. The Open Fields were
originally clearings made by settlers, who then proceeded to work the
land in common for the common benefit. But these early settlers were
not theorists; they were realists driven by practical and urgent needs
to devise the most productive method of farming. This method was
one which preserved individual initiative whilst submitting everything
to common control. They divided the land into three parts.

A large part ... was kept under the plough to produce corn for man and straw
for his beasts. Another part, much smaller, consisted still of the natural
herbage though cleared of trees and bushes, and this was mown yearly to give
hay for winter feed for livestock ... The third part comprised all that was left
of the area under control of the community, and it remained in its natural
state of woodland or waste, except in so far as this was affected by grazing
and by cutting timber and scrub for building and fuel.

The extent of the arable land was determined by the number of
ploughs in the community and it was allotted amongst its members
in strips representing a day’s work with the plough, so that each man’s
strips alternated with those of his neighbours as day followed day. The
strips varied in size and direction according to the nature of the land,
and their position changed with the rotation of the crops. The fallow
land was used for common grazing. The meadow land was divided in
the same way as the ploughlands, each man getting his strip to mow
for hay.

One of Mr and Mrs Orwin’s objects is to show that this system,
which at first sight looks so impracticable and uneconomic, was really
the best system under the circumstances, and did incidentally result
in giving everyone an equal share in the advantages and disadvantages
of soils and situation. Inevitably it also involved a pooling of the
common stock of knowledge which redounded to the general benefit
of the community.

The greater part of the volume 1s taken up with a detailed
examination of the only Open Fields still surviving in England as an
economic unit, those at Laxton in the county of Nottingham. In
addition to the actual survival of the system, an unusual quantity of
documents and maps relating to the parish have survived which make
it possible to trace the historical evolution of the Open Fields system
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with great accuracy. The whole community comes to life — their
names, the extent of their holdings, the rents they paid and the daily
and yearly round of their activities. But it is the community life itself,
the way in which the parish lived as an economic unit, that has most
interest and significance for us today. In particular there are two
points to emphasise.

In the first place, the government of the Open Fields was (and still
1s at Laxton) a pure democracy. The administration of the system was
in the hands of the manor court, which consisted of all tenants and
freeholders and appointed juries and officers to carry out its
regulations. Every member of the community, therefore, had a direct
responsibility, not only for the decisions of the court but for their
enforcement. Or, in the words of the authors, “both legislative and
executive functions are vested in the people themselves”. Originally
these functions had a far wider scope than the actual farming system.
They included the relief of the poor, the repair of the highways and
the keeping of the peace. At this point I would like to quote Mr and
Mrs Orwin at some length:

All these voluntary services, which everyone might have to perform, have now
been merged in larger administrative units, but in the personal responsibility
for the preservation of the general good, which still devolves sooner or later
upon everyone, Laxton has retained something which has been lost
everywhere else in the process of the enclosure of the Open Fields. Its people
control their own affairs in the daily incidents of their work, by a scheme of
voluntary administration maintained by public opinion without recourse to
the law of the land and without the expenditure of a single penny.
Encroachments upon the highway and upon the commons, trespass by
straying stock, disputes as to boundaries, the cleansing of ditches and
watercourses and the cutting of hedges — all of these things, together with the
observance of the agreed system of husbandry, are settled here by the
community at its own court. In other places recourse must now be had to the
law, failing compliance with the instructions of paid officials in whom are now
vested the powers once exercised by the community. In place of attendance
at the court, of sharing in the responsibility for the regulations made thereat,
of serving on a jury charged with the duty of securing the observance of such
regulations, the dwellers in other parts of rural England can do no more than
cast a vote for the election of someone to represent them on some local
administrative body. After holding up his hand at a parish meeting or making
a cross on his ballot paper, if, indeed, he do so much, the ordinary man thinks
that his responsibility for local administration is fulfilled. Small wonder if his
attitude towards it thereafter is one of complete detachment or of
unconstructive criticism.
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We may therefore say that up to the beginning of the eighteenth
century the agricultural system of this country, upon which the
subsistence of the whole people depended, was carried on without
any State interference, without legislature and without a bureaucracy.
And this was a system which had endured for thousands of years. As
a system it was destroyed by capitalism — by the substitution of
farming for profit in place of farming for subsistence. Capitalism has
introduced many improvements of a mechanical and technical
nature, and there is no necessity to dispense with these. At Laxton
the system has adapted itself to such improvements without any
surrender of the communal principle. What exists at Laxton today
could exist again in every parish; it does exist in the agricultural
collectives established in Spain.

There 1s a second point to emphasise. The members of a village
community such as Laxton not only have a direct personal
responsibility for its social institutions, they have also an equal
economic opportunity. Again I will quote the Orwins:

Examples of ascent of the agricultural ladder from the bottom rung may be
met with commonly enough all over the country, but nowhere else in England
will there be found a village community nearly every member of which is at
one stage or another in his progress from the bottom to the top. The rate of
progress varies, of course, and not everyone reaches or expects to reach the
top. But the opportunity is there, and it arises solely from the organisation of
- farming in the Open Fields. A man may have no more than an acre or two,
but he gets the full extent of them laid out in long ‘lands’ for ploughing, with
no hedgerows to reduce the effective area and to occupy him in unprofitable
labour ... Moreover, he has his common rights which entitle him to graze
stock over all the ‘lands’, and these have a value the equivalent of which in
pasture fields would cost far more than he could afford to pay.

But however much such a man ‘progresses’ he still remains a
responsible member of the community, enjoying exactly the same
rights as the poorest cottager.

It 1s not claimed that the Open Fields system was ideal; poverty and
hardship existed, and in the background was the feudal system
exacting service rents, payments in kind, tithes, etc. But at any rate
the system demonstrates two facts so often denied: that a democracy
does not necessarily imply a State or a bureaucracy; and that an
industry can be administered by the workers themselves, without
capital and without overseers. In short, the history of the Open Fields
is a proof of the validity of the main principle of anarchism.
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Nezil Birrell

Land and Liberty in Mexico

The uprising in Chiapas which began on January lst 1994 -
coinciding with the signing of the NAFTA agreement — immediately
confirmed two open secrets. The one was that the Mexican economy
was in a mess. Despite the efforts to achieve equal status with the rich
nations this top-of-the-form pupil of IMF and World Bank policies
suffers from such serious internal divisions that it just doesn’t make
the grade. The second was the knowledge that an uprising would
occur for the actions of the Zapatistas had been long in the coming.

This could in some ways be traced back to the eve of the Olympic
Games which were held in Mexico City in 1968. A student
demonstration at the time was brutally put down by the
military/police killing some 200 demonstrators in the process.
Hundred more were imprisoned — in many cases held for up to three
years without trial. This was one of the key factors giving birth to the
Generacion de 68. Many of those imprisoned were intellectuals
coming from a variety of Maoist, Marxist-Leninist and anarchist
persuasions. It is in many ways these same people who were the key
figures in preparing and executing the Chiapas rebellion.

But in another sense the rising had a much longer gestation period
and is firmly rooted in the indigenous people’s sense of injustice and
their awareness of a cultural identity which has more in common with
anarchism than the neo-liberalism of the current regime.

I wish to show in this essay that the culture of the indigenous people
of Mexico historically displays many of the traits that would be
necessary to any definition of anarchism; that capitalism was an
unnatural system forced upon them by a process of colonialisation
carried out by European statists; that this perversion has, down the
years but with particular reference to the immediate past, brought
into being a crippled development and that the state, being
instrumental in this process, has been unable to solve the inherent
- social problems of the people of Mexico even when occasionally its
intentions were benign. I will argue that the root of this continuing
problem is traceable to the continuing crisis in Mexican agriculture —
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exacerbated today by the forces of global integrationalism — which can
only be solved by the people organising themselves into social
organisations capable of solving the land problem that the political
parties have proved themselves unable or unwilling to deal with
effectively.

The historic relationship between the people and the land

‘Peter Newell in his book Zapata of Mexico includes an interesting
appendix where he considers amongst other questions the close
relationship between the people and the land in this area of the world.
The first settlers in the central area around what is now known as
Morelos held their fields in common, were largely self-sufficient — an
important factor for anarchists I believe — and advanced in their
agricultural techniques being extremely productive and producing
crops several times per year. It was about 500 years later that the
Toltecs — one of the main groups in Chiapas — arrived. Likewise they
were skilled farmers cultivating a wide variety of domesticated plants.

These early societies had little concept of landed property. Even
when the groups became sedentary the concept of individually or even
family owned property was long in the forming. Indeed even as late
as the 15th century Newell quotes Parkes as saying:

The mass of the people cultivated the land. Land was not held as private
property. Ownership belonged to the tribe or to some smaller unit within it.
Each family, however, was allotted a piece of land which it cultivated
independently. Certain lands were reserved for the expenses of the
government and the support of the priests, these lands being cultivated by
the common people.

Clearly government in some rudimentary form had already appeared.
Indeed it was firmly established in those areas where the Aztecs held
sway where also — as might be expected - the notion of slavery had
already made an appearance. Yet even here Newell quotes Lewis
Morgan Henry saying that, “The Aztecs and their Confederate tribes
still held their lands in common ... land belonged to the tribe, and
only its produce to the individual”. Thus the land was, throughout
the region, owned in a communistic fashion. This was seemingly so
natural that - despite the intervening colonial period — Ricardo Flores
Magon was able to write in 1906 that:

... iIn Mexico there are some four million Indians who lived, until twenty or
twenty-five years ago, in communities that held land, water and woods in
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common. Mutual aid was the rule in these communities and authority made
itself felt only when the rent collector made his periodic appearance ... Each
family cultivated its special strip of land, which was calculated as being
sufficient to produce what the family required; and the work of weeding and
harvesting the crop was done in common, the entire community uniting to
get in Pedro’s crop today, Juan’s tomorrow and so on.

Clearly the notion of government and authority was not absent from
all of this. Mayan civilisation as well as Aztec was highly theocratic
with a priestly caste which along with any warrior class helped
establish in time honoured fashion the trappings of government.
However, amongst the Mayans, power was highly decentralised
which proved one of the main problems for the conquering Spaniards
when they arrived meaning that they had many centres of power to
conquer rather than just one head to cut off.

I do not wish to devote much space to considering the role of the
Spanish — the story is well known. Briefly the Spanish sought to
dismantle the natural social forms they found by stealing land from
the Amerindians and giving it out to settlers who, supported by the
Church, were charged with socialising the locals with religious
propaganda and its attendant values systems. Of more significance,
however, was the new attitude to land which was foisted onto the area
and which sowed the seeds of the current crisis. Indeed what the
World Bank has called the “best example of a bi-modal system” was
brought into being by the Spaniards. They introduced two forms of
land ownership which I must now introduce and which will be
important for the rest of this essay.

The local people were given a degree of independence by being
granted tracts of common land called e¢nidos which allowed for
subsistence farming. This was no charitable project. Indeed given the
continuing class stratification taking place at the time this was of use
to the emerging landowners who could make the Indians work on
their own land (they owned the Indians along with the land — the
system introduced by the Spanish was essentially feudal) but could
do so without remunerating them given that the ejidos presumably
gave them what they needed for basic survival. Still the owners of
society were not satisfied. They continued encroaching onto the ejidos
until they had succeeded in creating the enormous haciendas: the
other side of the equation that has blighted Latin American
agriculture for so long.

Whilst the ejidos could still be seen as part of an economic system
geared to use-value the haciendas were geared solely to the capitalist
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notion of exchange-value. European °‘civilisation’ had successfully
been imposed on the naturally anarchic domestic culture.

- The role of the state

Although the conguistadors were little more than pirates it 1s vital to
realise that the conquest was achieved not simply by a bunch of
bloodthirsty sadists. It is well known that infections such as influenza
and smallpox were the two major generals in the imperial army and
indeed it is arguable that the Americas might never have been
conquered without them. In North America smallpox was
deliberately introduced in an act of genocide which perhaps has few
historical parallels. More importantly it must be emphasised that New
Spain was simply an outpost of the Iberian peninsular and subject to
direct Spanish rule. As always, therefore, the new social stratifications
were introduced by means of state power. The conquistadors were
controlled by agents of the Spanish crown known as gachupines and
the Viceroy’s rule over the whole show was indeed despotic. Property
laws — a new phenomenon even in Europe — were the means by which
the haciendas came into being. All land belonged to the Spanish crown
thus dispossessing the Indian villages. These lands were slowly and
progressively seized and after an elapse of time the situation was
regularised by the legal system. Thus, over a period of time, the lands
which the conquistadors originally owned became the new ... covering
most of the fertile lands of central Mexico.

Independence in 1821 did little to improve the situation. Legislation
like the Ley Lerdo (1856), despite the hopes of some of its supporters,
failed to improve the lot of the underclasses. Its practical effects were
to allow those with wealth to increase their control of land at the
expense of the many. It was this situation which sparked off the
Mexican revolution.

In the long term this also did little to help the people who gave their
lives for it. But it did usher in the new era. One in which at various
stages attempts at land reform were made (more than can be said of
other countries in the region) but which all ultimately failed to one
degree or another essentially because of the involvement of the state
in the process which had of course caused the situation in the first
place.

The state almost by definition is a conservative force. It presides over
a social set-up which has willingly or otherwise allowed it to achieve
and keep power. Any tinkering with the basic social infrastructure is
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not in the interest of any state given the possibility of apple carts being
upset. Thus in the early days when presidents like Obregon and Calles
made some moves to redistribute land to the endos the larger
landowners were handsomely compensated and the peasants were
subsumed into the clientelistic political apparatus. Instead of land and
liberty at best the people got land and the state.

In the thirties Cardenas succeeded somewhat in breaking up the
feudal system allowing for Mexico to develop industrially. However
the reforms introduced during this period simply organised
co-operative farms dependent on the government for finance. The
government also successfully controlled the campesinos not only in
this economic way but also politically by channelling demands for
land and services through organisations under its control by
incorporating the ejidos’ comisariados into the structures of
clientelism and political patronage. This corporatist approach had the
long term effect of creating a dependent, passive agrarian sector —
again indicative of the conservatism of the state.

Coming up to date

The land crisis at the heart of the Mexican problem has not been
solved although certainly political lessons seem to have been learnt
from the past. The EZLN has stated repeatedly since the uprising
began that land reform is crucial to their programme. For example
on March 1st 1994 they stated that, “we want the great extensions of
land which are in the hands of ranchers and national and foreign
landlords and others who occupy large plots ... to pass into the hands
of our people”.

The crisis in Chiapas is not a local one and it affects the whole of
Mexico. This agricultural system that I have traced back to the time
of the congquistadors is in the words of the world bank, “probably the
best representation of a bimodal agricultural system”. That is to say
that there is a small number of enterprises which are well capitalised
and tied to the governing elite who have over the years dedicated to
them state financial and technical resources. On the other hand there
are the impoverished many — about 7,000,000 (some 10% of the
national and 40% of the rural population of the country) live in
conditions of desperate poverty. Chiapas offers us a microcosm of a
far larger picture.

In Chiapas the bulk of the population is dependent on agriculture.
Over half the population earn less than US$3 per day. This however,
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contrasts with the overall agricultural wealth of the state being in the
top three for production of coffee, maize, bananas, tobacco and cocoa.

However this is not because the land is mainly owned by the
commercial landowners. Indeed it isn’t — over 50% of the land 1s
owned by the ejidos. We need to look beyond this simple explanation.
A study by ECLAC helps.

11% of agricultural producers in the ¢ido sector are commercially viable —
marketing about 90% of their produce. At the other end is a further 31%
who, marketing one third or less of their produce cannot obtain the basic
necessities of life. The remaining 58% whilst marketing a significant
proportion of their produce can still barely eke out an existence on their land.
Thus about 90% of the ¢jido farmers are not economically viable.

The neo-liberal solution to all this is well known — those who fail must
go to the wall. This reason is tragically flawed for at least two reasons.
Firstly, as the process of integration continues (the NAFTA being one
milestone along the track) the competitive arena will progressively be
that of the global market. Given Mexico’s inability to compete here
the already small number of ‘successful’ ejidos will fail as will those
more privileged landowners, outside the ¢jido section, who
traditionally enjoyed state protection but who will, as the natural
shelter of the nation-state is taken away from them due to the
development of trading blocks, also fall into the arms of bankruptcy.
The idea that Mexico can compete with its Northern neighbours due
to the cheapness of its labour fails to take into account the capital
based nature of the northern agricultural systems. But secondly, once
again the above statistics don’t paint the full picture and indeed to the
extent that they suggest that the ¢jido sector is unproductive they falsify
the truth.

The top 11% of the ejido do not owe their success to control of large
tracts of land. The ECLAC study puts their success down to easy
access to bank loans which has allowed them to capitalise the
agricultural process. But does this mean that capital intensive farming
is naturally superior to labour-intensive farming? The answer is far
from clear. According to Barkin the land reforms introduced by
Cardenas, insufficient as they were, encouraged most farmers to
dramatically improve their production:

Contrary to what many experts predicted, these poor, unschooled peasants
were able to increase the productivity of their lands at an average annual rate
of more than 3% following the redistribution of the 1930s, doubling their

meagre yields to more than 1.2 tons per hectare by 1960. The system put in
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place by Cardenismo encouraged the peasants to achieve substantial
improvements in productivity by the back-breaking application of inherited
cultivation practices, together with the fruits of local experimentation with
seeds, fertilisers, and soil and water conservation techniques. Despite this
encouragement, however, the peasants were condemned to poverty by a rigid
system of state control of credit and the prices of agricultural inputs and
products.

Given the right conditions it can easily be argued that traditional
farming techniques are equal to if not superior to those which are
encouraged by the neo-liberal policies. To this equation we must of
course also add the important factor of the quality of the land and the
irrigation infrastructure that attends certain areas.

Here we turn away from the ¢jido sector — even that ‘successful’ part
of it — to look at the private sector located in the more favourable parts
of the state. Soconusco, the region of the state with the most
developed commercial sector is a case in point. Here 18% of the
population lives on 7% of the best land. The plantations are
exchange-value based — that is essentially geared to the international
economy rather than satisfying local need. Beef cattle raised for the
international market is one of the products raised on the plantations
where the average private land-holding is about 8 times that of the
average ejido holding. At the top of the pyramid are some 150 holdings
(with all the built in privileges I have described) which are between
50 and 100 times the size of the e¢jido sector and a further 100 which
are more than 100 times the size of the ¢jido sector.

The overall picture therefore is one of where the private sector reap
the benefits of an unfair share of the best lands in the state. Such an
unlevel playing field cannot be studied with a view to drawing
conclusions about the relative merits of two different approaches to
the land question that is on the one hand a neo-liberal system geared
to an international economy and motivated by profit and on the other
hand a labour-intensive system based on popular control and geared
towards serving the needs of the people. Clearly the regime as one
might expect stands for the former and the uprising seeks to advance
the possibilities of the latter winning through. What are the chances
of success for each approach?

The Mexican crists and the NAFTA

The Mexican economic ‘miracle’ is in large part dependent for its
analysis on those parts of the economy which are geared towards the
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international economy. In considering the issues involved here I wish
to bracket certain questions from the outset. Firstly, the argument as
to the nature of change in the global infrastructure and indeed
whether change 1s/has occurred/occurring. This is important but I feel
the realities of the situation can be discussed without direct reference
to the nature of the changes that are taking place. Secondly, we need
to confine ourselves to the land question. The arguments we are
putting forward therefore may take on at the very least a different hue
when applied to other parts of the economy. So having entered these
caveats what are the prospects for the two agricultural models we are
considering?

Neo-liberal economics 1s tied to the historical straightjacket of
classical liberal economic theory (or at least one interpretation of it)
which in part is dependent on a Ricardian notion of comparative
advantage. In the hustle and bustle of political debate regarding
integration (federalism, democracy etc.) the underlying concept of an
economic structure within which each region seeks a trade advantage
is often lost. However, it is the validity of this argument upon which
the whole structure is essentially based. As in the words of the former
leader of the GATT Sutherland “We are all winners”. This might be
true if we all had a role to play. So what is the role for Mexican
agriculture?

Capitalism suffers from a central economic weakness which is that
once scarcity has been solved as a problem it has no project. This
whole problem is academically subsumed into the question of price
elasticity. Basically if you produce a commodity where need/want has
been fundamentally satisfied you are a loser and if you produce a
commodity where need either has not been satisfied or can be
generated by advertising you are a potential winner. To give an
example you won’t buy more coffee tomorrow even if the price were
to halve (or at least not significantly so) whereas you might run two
cars if the cost of running one halved (and you live in a social unit
comprising of two potential car drivers).

Agriculture (apart from for example asparagus ferns for Interflora
packaging) is largely a price inelastic market. The capitalist project of
supplying demand has been solved and so within a capitalist system
those involved in this area are redundant. Those who will make a
success of this sector will be capital intensive.

This 1s of necessity a simplistic version of an argument which is just
as applicable in its more sophisticated version. Its consequences are
far reaching but in terms of Mexican agriculture the results are pretty
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stark. Even in this field where the capitalist economic problem has
largely been solved we are considering, within the confines of the
NAFTA a third world country (for indeed that is what Mexico 1S)
competing with the most capital intensive agricultural system in the
world. We are comparing some of the richest lands in the world with
farmers dealing with hillsides that never had rich and deep topsoils.
This isn’t competition, it is a rout. Some figures:

The impact of NAFTA is illustrated by the productivity figures on corn, the
single most important crop of the Mexican peasant. While Mexico averages
1.7 tons of corn per her., the United States produces seven tons. One might
think that Mexico could remain competitive because its labour costs are only
a fraction of what they are in the United States. But this is not the case. To
produce one ton of corn in Mexico 17.8 labour days are required, while in
the United States only 1.2 hours are needed to produce that same ton of corn!

Figures on bean production, the other historic Mexican staple, also reveal
a dismal future for Mexican peasants. Mexico produces about half a ton per
hectare, while the US. weighs in with 1.6 tons. In Mexico 50.6 labour days
are needed to produce each ton of beans while in the United States, just over
half a day of work is required.

Such figures were produced prior to the economic collapse last
December. In theory the revaluation of the peso within the global
system should make Mexican exports more competitive but the
theory goes up the Swanee as I have said given the inelasticity of the
products involved. Some advantage will be gained by those farmers
already geared towards an exchange-value economy rather than a
needs value economy but it will be slight and the whole of Mexican
society will have to pay the social cost (unemployment austerity
programmes etc.) which even before the crash painted a bleak picture.

The neo-liberal route which has tied its colours to the NAFTA mast
doesn’t look too promising even from the World Bank’s viewpoint,
who concluded in a plan that it funded but didn’t endorse that the
changes to Article 27 of the Mexican constitution relating to land
reform “are unlikely to achieve the lofty goals of enhancing
productivity and modernising agriculture that are desired by the
Mexican government”. Instead foreign capital (what there is of it) will
invest minimally in the ejido sector, given its general marginality and
poor quality lands. As a result some ejidos will shift to less capital
intensive private livestock. Only a few of the “best endowed
agricultural areas” will consolidate under large scale entrepreneurs
who will concentrate on providing inputs for food processing
operations, that is the external market. Given the propensity for the
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large landowners to direct their efforts to the international arena staple
food under the neo liberal framework will not be produced in
sufficient quantities for any degree of autarkic development.
Currently the ejidos produce two-thirds of Mexico’s beans and corn
and 70 percent of the rice.

The Search for Alternatives

An alternative to this exchange-value approach has to begin by
recognising that the Mexican state’s policy of intervention in the
campesino economy has failed. It is not because of any inherent
‘backwardness’ of the ejido or because of a lack of initiative on the part
of the Mexican peasantry. It is the development strategies of a
‘modernising’ Mexican state that have created and perpetuated
poverty.

As David Barkin has argued “in spite of innumerable government
programs created precisely to aid agricultural modernisation, the
history of institutional intervention in Mexico demonstrates a definite
soc10-economic bias against the majority of poor farmers™. As we have
seen the priorities of the Mexican regime were, as i1s the case with the
statist approach, not geared towards the resolution of economic
problems by addressing the agricultural question but rather the
putting of political control before economic development and
favouring the urban industrial economy at the expense of the
agricultural sector.

This further demonstrates that the only solution for Mexico’s food
crisis 1s a real agrarian reform, not one where peasants are once again
relocated to the country’s worst remaining soils, while the best lands
are held in larger estates.

It follows, surely, therefore that ultimately, the key to a new
agriculture is the empowerment of the peasantry. The epidos and
agrarian communities have to have the resources they need and
empowerment to find their own solutions. Clearly the question of
social and political organisation is crucial here.

Political organisation

In the past the movements against clientelism tended to be
spearheaded by national leftist parties, and this centralised control
meant that the organising agendas of local campesino organisations
were determined by the political strategies of Mexico City-based
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parties. There has also been a history of more independent political
party organising by campesino organisations that have attempted to
pursue their demands through political channels. In Morelos, Sonora,
Guerrero, and Oaxaca, campesinos joined with workers and other
popular sectors to create home-grown political parties to challenge
PRI hegemony. In all instances, the government responded to such
political challenges with repression, largely discouraging further
attempts by campesinos to organise in this way. Somewhat as a result
of this more recent campesino organisations have tended to eschew
all political activity all together. By the late 1980s this commitment
to political independence and autonomy became an increasingly
evident strategy. Fearful of being subsumed by corporatism, the more
radical wing of the campesino movement declined to support the
opposition candidate Cuauhtemoc Cardenas in 1988.

Issues of Internal Democratisation

The campesino movement has in recent years become increasingly
concerned with issues of internal democratisation. More grassroots
involvement and control of the new campesino organisations
increased with the fading power of the ejidal comisariados and the
emergence of new credit, food distribution, and other service
organisations in the mid-1970s. The declining influence of the
government-sponsored National Campesino Federation and the
creation of new local and regional organisations linked to national
networks also created room for a more democratic campesino
movement. Also important was the participation of the ‘generation of
1968’ as technical advisors and academic consultants to the new
organisations.

The increasingly democratic character of the campesino movement
was also a product of the integration of traditional community
organisations into producer networks. This was especially evident in
the National Network of Coffee Growers Organisations (CNOC),
which was firmly anchored in local and regional organisations that
combined the structures of direct and representative democracy. The
vibrant democracy of village assemblies and the regular regional
meetings of village delegates contrasts sharply with the top-down
character of Mexican political institutions and demonstrates the
viability and efficiency of bottom-up social structures.

Since the 1970s campesino organisations have made great strides
in creating more democratic structures. But many shortcomings
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remain. The clientelistic, elitist, and paternalistic behaviour for which
Mezxican political parties and government agencies are criticised is
also found within campesino organisations. Over-dependence on one
leader or honcho persists in many organisations, the most prominent
case being that of the EZLN and its ‘spokesperson’ Subcomandante
Marcos.

Certainly the EZLN can be seen to be tainted in this way but it was
essentially the EZLN which has been instrumental in organising in
Chiapas a grassroots movement for democratisation that was at least
as important as the electoral aspects of democratisation. In Chiapas,
a State Assembly of the Chiapanecan People formed as a loose
coalition of citizen groups, campesino organisations, democratic
union currents, and NGOs. Responding to the call of the EZLN, a
National Democratic Convention was held immediately before the
August 1994 elections that brought together human rights groups,
leftist academics and scholars, and popular organisations, united in
their conviction of the lack of real democracy in Mexico.

Formal institutions such as the National Democratic Convention
and the State Assembly of the Chiapanecan people were established
largely as a result of the EZLLN’s call for organised civil society to take
the lead in pushing for an up-from-the-bottom process of
democratisation. This grassroots movement for liberty took hold at
the village level in Chiapas as communities began to challenge the
pervasive hold of the caciques in the Altos de Chiapas and to confront
municipal authorities with charges of corruption. The rising
recognition in Mexico that the deep racial and caste divisions need to
be addressed and a re-invigorated sense of indigenous identity have
also been important advances in the creation of a more democratic
society in Mexico.
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COLONISING THE LAND:
A TWO-PART ENQUIRY

I
Official Initiatives

In The Raven No. 17, for January-March 1992, I described a series of
utopian ventures for re-colonising rural Britain, and their ultimate
failure. When official policy explored the same territory it was shaped
by this experience. Now I want to describe, firstly the nature of
governmental initiatives, and secondly the experience of settlers.

A recurrent issue in British politics all through the nineteenth
century was the elimination of the peasantry through the effect of the
Enclosure Acts and the amalgamation of holdings. Britain was
thought unique in Europe for having no peasants. There is some
evidence that pockets of subsistence survived, and that “beneath the
simplicities of historiographical orthodoxy, there lies a complex
situation whereby small farmers, tradespeople, even labourers, were
able to sustain agricultural undertakings greater and more diverse
than would seem possible at first. To be sure, few survived solely in
this way, agriculture usually being only one aspect of their work”.'
Opposition politics all through the century, especially after the
extension of the franchise, led to competition for the landless rural
worker’s vote. Agitation for smallholdings was linked with the
campaign for allotments, resulting in the ineffective Allotments Act
of 1887, even though as a future Conservative prime minister noted,
the two issues were different: “A Smallholdings Bill aims at creating
a peasant proprietary; an Allotments Bill aims at improving the
position of the agricultural labourer while leaving him in the position
of an agricultural labourer”.’

Arthur Balfour’s observation was necessary precisely because
legislators and the press, with little appreciation of the problems of
the poor, confused the two campaigns. A vast, if vague, public
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sentiment supported the right to dig and the allotments issue had
actually caused a change of government in 1886.> The Small Holdings
Act of 1892, the response to years of agitation, allowed county
councils to buy or lease land, to provide fences, roads and buildings,
and sub-divide it to re-sell on long-term cheap credit arrangements.
Since most would-be smallholders were not in a position to enter into
such commitments and simply wanted to rent, it was correctly
described as a window-dressing act. By 1908 it had only provided 244
holdings. It was followed by the LLocal Government Act of 1894 which
empowered councils to provide both allotments and smallholdings
for re-sale. It too provided for smallholdings.

It was the Small Holdings and Allotments Act of 1908 which, at last,
enabled county councils to provide smallholdings for rent. As an
American student of the British system, Newlin Russell Smith, put it:
“At last they were to assume permanently the landlord’s risk, buy land
and hold it, and rent it to suitable applicants in holdings of from one
to fifty acres. At last councils could compel the supply of land ... They
were to build buildings where necessary and, far beyond the buying
and the building, they could borrow from national government funds
(at rates of 3’ per cent). Exchequer funds were also to be granted
outright for the council’s use. These grants were to be spent to find
out the demand for small holdings, advertise small holdings, draw up
detailed plans of buildings for and layout of small holdings”, and so
on. The Board of Agriculture was given power to appoint
commissioners who “were to stimulate the local demand where the
county councils were farmer or landlord-ridden and unwilling to
assume the responsibility for providing smallholdings ... Power and
later funds were provided to the Board of Agriculture to promote and
capitalise the organisation of co-operative societies among small
holders.”

It was in fact a very important piece of legislation. Eighty years later
there are English counties where, because of this Act, the county
council is the largest single landowner. Some counties have a waiting
list of applicants for smallholdings and, as vacancies occur, face the
dilemma of whether to create a new tenancy or to rent the holding to
neighbouring tenants who claim that their fifty acres is too small for
financial viability in the modern agricultural world. Other county
councils, to raise revenue, are proposing to sell holdings either to
tenants or on the open market. County council smallholdings
certainly met a long-felt need. They seldom addressed the aspirations
that had surfaced unofficially for a community life on the land.
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The First World War was a watershed in the aspirations for re-establishing
a peasantry. Not only did it provide a short-lived viability for Britain’s
depressed agriculture and horticulture as a result of the submarine
blockade, but it left an aftermath of desire for a life on the land.

Lloyd George, as war-time prime minister, declared in a speech
which, as Newlin Smith comments, “epitomised, stimulated and
perhaps exploited” the land settlement idea, that “there must be a
scheme for settling the gallant soldiers and sailors on the land ... The vast
majority will return to their old occupations. But I am told that a good
many of those who have been living an open-air life do not want to
return to the close atmosphere of workshop and factory. If that is the
case, they ought to have the opportunity of living on the land ...”>

In terms of aspirations this was certainly the case. Land came onto
the market on a scale never known before. The pre-war introduction
of death duties, coupled with the slaughter of inheritors in the First
World War, resulted in a situation where, as Howard Newby put it,
“in four years between 1918 and 1922 England, in the words of a
famous Times leader of the day, “changed hands”. One quarter of the
area of England was bought and sold in this hectic period of
transaction, a disposal of land which was unprecedented since the
dissolution of the monasteries in the sixteenth century”.°

Not very many of these transfers of ownership actually served the
needs of the ex-soldiers for whom the Land Settlement (Facilities)
Act of August 1919 was intended. Its provisions, which came to an
end in 1926, had not had the anticipated effect, neither through
county councils nor through direct provision by the Ministry of
Agriculture, even though these included farm colonies with central
farms attached, profit-sharing farms and co-operative marketing.
Newlin Smith concluded that whether viewed as a demobilisation
measure or as a reward to heroes, the results were not outstanding.
“Of the millions demobilised only 49,000 applied for smallholdings
by December 1920, and only about a third of these had received
statutory smallholdings by December 1924”.” All the same:

... as a result of this war-induced land settlement, statutory smallholdings
were more than doubled in number, and the number of houses on small-
holding projects quadrupled ... By 1924-25 the 30,000 holdings of the
combined pre-war and post-war estates had about 8,200 houses upon them
... A further 3,600 of council’s holdings were ‘partially-equipped’, usually
with buildings only. The remaining 60%, or 18,000, were bare land holdings
without houses and buildings and were supplied close to the applicant’s
established residence.®
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In Scotland the issue of resettling ex-servicemen on the land was given
additional impetus by historical circumstances. The ‘Clearances’ of
the crofters in the Highlands and Islands had left appalling grievances
which had not been rectified by the Crofting Act of 1886 which had
controlled rents and given security of tenure, but not the return of
land to the descendants, and in the period leading up to the First
World War there had been a series of widely-publicised land raids.’
“Recruitment propaganda for the Great War promised men who
enlisted voluntarily that they would get land on their return. Those
who fought and survived and wanted holdings were widely considered
to deserve them”.!® Land raids by ex-service families hastened the
pace of government activity. Four months after the English Act, the
Land Settlement (Scotland) Act of 1919 came into force and was
rather more emphatic than the English legislation. The Board of
Agriculture and Fisheries report for that year reported that there had
been extensive land raiding and “feared that seizures in the North and
West will increase in number, and will tend to spread to other parts
of the country unless a more rapid rate of progress is secured than has
hitherto been possible”.!!

Were the attempts to revive the crofting industry of the Highlands
and Islands essentially utopian rather than economically viable? The
experience of the Clearances had become myths, cherished by one
generation and ignored by the next until, as that generation grew
older, it began to understand the dreams and aspirations of its elders:

In those days, among my father’s generation, they still talked about the
Crofters’ Revolt of forty years before, argued about it, fought the old battles
again. It’s hard tae speak about all that now, all that heat, all that strong
feeling, yes — even the fighting spirit — it was all real tae us! We youngsters
were brought up in all that. And so we joined in the new upsurge of shouting
about “‘crofters rights’ and so on even though we didna’ understand any of it.

All we were doing was repeating the talk we had heard ever since we were
children.'?

About 90% of the land acquired in Scotland by public bodies as land
settlement between 1919 and 1930 was in the crofting counties, and
these constituted about 60% of the 2,536 holdings created, and this
was largely in an attempt to fulfil “the long-standing cultural and
political aspirations of the crofting population”.'”> As to its economic
effect:

it has become increasingly apparent that the changing circumstances for
ancillary activities have severely affected the economic basis of crofting. The
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decline in weaving, fishing and quarrying, coupled with the uncertainties of
tourism, means that there is no longer sufficient extra income to support low
agricultural earmngs from the diminutive croft. The result is that living
standards remain low and that heavy out-migration persists. i

Were these resettled crofting utopias genuine communities? Leah
Leneman collected an impressive series of testimonies to the nature
of their lives from the children and grandchildren of settlers. Mrs
Anne Mackinnon told her that “the first twenty years in the new
village, until the outbreak of the Second World War, were very happy
for all the new settlers, the majority of whom were hardened veterans
from the trenches of France or had been to war at sea. There was a
spirit of achievement and victory, living conditions were vastly
improved and they settled down in harmony, which gave rise to much
spontaneous entertainment and many community activities”. May
Manson recalled that “there was very little but just struggling I would
say ... but they were happy as the day was long and they had their own
entertainment you know, and we would have ceilidhs, one visiting the
other”. Liz Sutherland remembered that “it was very neighbourly and
the community life was good”, and Catharine McPhee said that “we
were so happy together. One helped the other ... Haymaking or
gathering the corn, the whole place came together. It was happy times.
We were poor, but we were clean, and clean-living, you know what I
mean. Yes, we were happy”."’

These recollections, even allowing for the healing power of time,
contrast with those of the children of far more affluent pioneers of
utopian colonisation of the land (see The Raven No. 17).

For the Lowlands of Scotland, both policies and motivations were
different. Quite apart from the yearnings of ex-servicemen, the pattern
of land-ownership frustrated any aspirations of the local population
to make a livelihood in animal husbandry, agriculture or horticulture.
As in the Highlands, the landlords “enjoyed the greater comforts to
be found in lowland England or the south of France” while employing
“a new salaried bureaucracy, equivalent to the English and Welsh land
agents and known as the ‘factors’, to manage their estates. As this
revolution became complete, the vast majority of the people who
owned no land found themselves at the mercy of whatever form of
land-use an owner or his factor considered likely to produce the
highest money rents”.'® Every kind of sporting land use, whether
deer-stalking, grouse-shooting or salmon fishing, took precedence
over farming and growing. Families emigrated to Canada, Australia
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and the southern counties of England simply because access to land
was easier. :

In the counties of Fifeshire, Berwickshire, Kirkcudbrightshire, the
Lothians, Dumfriesshire and Ayrshire, land was acquired by the
Board of Agriculture for ex-servicemen, with considerable opposition
both from land-owners and the Treasury, even though many such
sites were far more viable for both animal husbandry and agriculture,
because of accessible markets in the cities. Slowly the emphasis shifted
away from applicants with specifically ex-service credentials to those
expected to be successful in keeping pigs and poultry and in
horticulture. Subsequent legislation: the Land Settlement Act of 1934
“supplied funds for the rapid creation of 1,000 smallholdings in the
Lowlands of industrial Central Scotland, a policy aimed partly at
supplying employment in the area”.'” But the post-war years brought
changes in official thinking that “brought the land settlement
programme to an end in the 1950s”, as well as “the more recent
attempts by the government to sell as many existing holdings as
possible to the sitting tenants”.'®

As in the crofting counties, LL.eah LLeneman sought the recollections
of settlers and their children. “Those who had succeeded without
previous agricultural experience emerged”, she found, “as characters
of enormous grit and determination”. In spite of the fact that their
own holdings were now supporting a third generation, to Robert Kirk
and Bob Fraser, “the claim after World War One that ex-servicemen
would be able to stand on their own two feet with ‘just five acres and
a cow’ was a terrible con. Not that they thought that those who
formulated the policy had been insincere, but rather that it had been
lunacy from the start although ex-servicemen had believed what the
government told them”.'” The son of another responded that “it will
be civil servants who dreamt that up, because they couldnae have been
practical men or they would never have gave anybody a holding of
four acres, say, to make a living out of”. Others of the second
generation explained that their fathers survived with a second job,
working at Parkhead or on the railway or for nearby farmers. “One
holder with only six acres was a stamp dealer and did well out of that™.
For others, how indeed did they manage? “There were two answers
which applied to all the holdings, of whatever size. Firstly, they
managed by unremitting back-breaking work. The second answer was
the crucial participation of the women and children™.

They also relied on each other. As one settler’s son, William McNay
(who from the age of nine had milked the cows before going to school
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or work, and after his return), told Dr Leneman “it was great how
they all worked together when you think back on it, like, say, at millin’
times and everything ... a sort of ‘I’ll help you and you’ll help me’ -
there werena any money come into it”. Similarly, “the strong sense
of community which holders felt was not, of course, confined to work;

‘they made their own entertainment’ was a phrase more than one

person used in this connection”.*

One veteran of the English land settlement scheme described his
experience in 1935:

I have worked on the land all my life. In 1915 I joined the army. I was then
seventeen, and served in the 2/9 Royal Scots in Ireland and France until I
was invalided out in January 1918 with a pension of 28 shillings.

In 1919 the Lloyd George Land Settlement Scheme was started. I applied
for land and was interviewed by the Bedfordshire County Council, who were
handling the scheme in the district, to see if I was a sufficiently capable man
to undertake a smallholding.

I was allotted a plot of five acres, and my two brothers, who were also
ex-servicemen, also secured land under the same scheme. We all went in
together as partners. Together we had about 23 acres of land and we had
about £200 capital between us. In addition, my father lent us £150 to buy
carts, horses and implements.

The land we were allotted was grassland which had never been ploughed
before. We paid £5 an acre rent and the rates were 15 shillings an acre on
top.

There was an enormous amount of work to be done on our holding, but we
got down to it and the first year we managed to make enough money to pay
our rent.

The second year we made a dead loss. We went on to our holding in a
‘boom’ year, but the second year, although our expenses were just as heavy,
prices ‘flopped’ and our stuff fetched very poor prices on the market.

For the next three or four years we struggled on. Prices were bad and we
continued to lose money, and our capital gradually dwindled and vanished.
Because we had no money to spare we could not afford to properly manure
the ground, and so gradually the ground became poorer and poorer and crops
got less and of poorer quality. But still we had to pay the excessive rent of £5
an acre and rates. This was a crippling burden.

In 1924 we had a bad blow. We had to plough in five acres of spring cabbage
because there was no market for it — the price it would have fetched wouldn’t
have paid for transport to market. This was a dead loss of about £100. In
1926 we simply couldn’t pay our rent, with the result that in July, when the
crops were ready, the Bedfordshire County Council put the bailiffs in and
seized our crops. These were sold and the balance, after deducting the rent
and heavy expenses, handed to us. The balance wasn’t much. In 1927 the
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same thing happened, and again in 1928, and so in 1929 we were bust
absolutely. We hadn’t enough money or credit to get seed for cropping and
so we were forced to give up the land. I got a job on a farm and my two
brothers went into a town and got jobs there. Mine was a typical experience
of a Land Settlement Scheme. Three hundred of us were settled in this way,
and of those only four or five are still in possession of their land. All the rest
have gone out like me; have been squeezed out.!

In England and Wales the direct intervention by central government
in the provision of smallholdings for ex-servicemen came to an end
in 1926. But this was also the year of the General Strike, bringing to
a head the crisis of traditional extractive and heavy industry that was
to be felt even more strongly after the collapse of the American stock
market in 1929.

The Religious Society of Friends, popularly known as the Quakers,
organises itself through a series of ‘meetings’ and in 1926 its Meeting
for Sufferings and its Watching Committee sought to find ways of
alleviating the hardships endured by the miners. It found that some
allotment gardens were going out of cultivation as plot-holders lacked
even the money to buy seeds and fertilisers, and that men who did
cultivate their allotments were penalised for unemployment pay
because of the suspicion that they might be selling the produce. “The
Friends Committee was enabled to get clear statements from the
Ministry of Labour that the small amount of produce which a man
could sell from his allotment would not affect the amount of his
dole”,?? and as a result of appeals the Friends were able to provide
seeds, seed potatoes, tools, fertiliser and lime.

By the 1930s the Friends were exploring the possibility of ‘Group
Holdings’ using a piece of land larger than an allotment but smaller
than a smallholding:

In 1931-32 many of the unemployed men had intimated that they could very
well manage a plot larger than an allotment if some help could be afforded
for them to obtain, in addition to seeds, the necessary equipment for small
stock. It was felt that, by these means, a man’s immediate family needs might
be more adequately met and — more important still — he might be helped one

step up the ladder leading out of unemployment to independence on the
land.

This Group Holdings scheme began in County Durham in 1933 and
within the next twelve months sixteen groups were started in the
North East, and “also took root in South Wales, Monmouthshire,
Yorkshire, Derbyshire, Staffordshire, Nottinghamshire, Cumberland
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and Northumberland”.?* The significance of this Quaker initiative is
that it laid the foundations for the longest-lasting
government-sponsored venture in collective horticulture, the Land
Settlement Association. It was the logical step beyond the Group
Holdings scheme, but in the account of one of the participants, its
actual origins seemed accidental:

During the summer of 1933 a visitor called at Friends House to discuss a
scheme which he had in mind. This was an experiment for moving
unemployed industrial workers from Durham, providing them with full-time
holdings of about five acres in another part of England, giving them training
and providing marketing facilities, with a view to their becoming, in two or
three years’ time, once more self-supporting citizens. This gentleman (Mr ---
now, Sir Malcolm Stewart) said that he had £25,000 which he wished to
devote to this purpose, and he asked if the Friends Committee or the Central
Allotments Committee would consider such a scheme, provided that the
Government were willing to give a similar amount. This proposal was very
carefully considered by both of the Committees mentioned ... The Society of
Friends being a religious body, it was felt that any relief work should be the
concern for a particular piece of service, rather than the management of a
very large organisation ... In the course of discussion Mr A.C. Richmond (a
member of our Central Committee and also, at that time, Deputy-Secretary
of the National Council of Social Service) was consulted, and it was agreed
that if the proposal were carried through and Government help could be
obtained, a separate body should be set up to carry it into effect ... Ultimately,
in October 1933, representatives of the Friends Committee, the Central
Committee, the National Council of Social Service and others interested
(including Mr Malcolm Stewart) were invited to Downing Street to meet the
Prime Minister (Mr J. Ramsay MacDonald) and the Minister of Agriculture
(Mr Walter Elliot).

At this interview the Prime Minister expressed himself as being
wholeheartedly in favour of the proposal, and invited Mr Elliot to discuss the
matter further with our delegation. The matter hung fire for several weeks.
However, in January 1934, Mr Malcolm Stewart invited Arnold Rowntree
and John Robson to accompany him to an estate at Potton, near Bedford,
which he was disposed to buy ... The Minister of Agriculture was then notified
that Mr Stewart had fulfilled his part of the bargain, and was asked for the
Treasury contribution of £25,000 which it was understood had been
promised. The official reply was that, on the formation of an Association, the
Ministry would be in a position to state the terms upon which the
Government would provide funds.*’

Consequently the LLand Settlement Association was formed and at its
first meeting at the Ministry of Agriculture, the Minister announced
his terms:
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that money would be available up to £50,000 per year for three years on a
£1 for £2 basis, the other to be raised by public subscriptions or grants from
various bodies. A strong protest was made against the inadequacy of the
Government’s offer; but Mr Elliot said that was all he was prepared to prowde
at the time. It was then agreed to accept the offer and proceed accordingly. pe

The Association did proceed accordingly, at a pace which seems
astonishing from the standards of fifty years later. It acquired the site
at Potton on the basis of a £1 for £1 grant, and was then given
substantial grants from the Carnegie United Kingdom Trustees, and
(on condition that the Association established holdings for L.ondon
unemployed men) further funding was received from the London
Parochial Charities Trust. Then the government appointed a
Commissioner for the Special Areas to find remedies for
unemployment in County Durham, Northumberland, Cumberland
and South Wales. The commissioner invited the association “to train
and settle a number of men whose prospects of future employment
in industry were slender”,*” and several county councils leased or sold
estates to the Association.

By these various means the Association had developed rather more than 1,000
holdings by the time war broke out in 1939. Other estates containing a total
area of 1,113 acres had also been acquired but had not been developed. At
that date 440 tenants had been established and 409 men were undergoing
training for tenancies.®

The founders of the Association were aware that behind their venture
was a history of disappointments, whether in ‘utopian’ colonies,
charitable enterprises or the experiment in settling ex-servicemen on
the land. They adopted four fundamental principles:

1. Assistance would be given only to group settlements, not to individual
smallholdings.

2. Co-operative methods would be adopted for the purchase of the
smallholders’ requisites, the marketing of their produce and the general
working of the scheme.

3. Settlers, both men and their wives, would be carefully selected. In general,
the Association proposed to select men who had successfully cultivated
allotments.

4. Adequate training and supervision would be provided.

This last provision also implied that no scheme would be assisted that
was not large enough to justify the employment of a full-time
supervisor.?

On both the political Right and Left, such plans were seen as
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‘utopian’. Sir Kenneth Mackenzie, who held the picturesquely-
named Scottish office of King’s and LLord Treasurer’s Remembrancer
to the Treasury, had warned of the post-war projects that “I have very
grave doubts about the wisdom of the policy, but none as to the cost
it 1s going to throw on the country” and considered “land settlement
policy a terrible mistake. As a Treasury man he was naturally appalled
at the amount of public money poured into the programme with little
hope of return”.’® On the Left Wal Hannington, the recorder of the
struggles of the unemployed, reported at the very time when the Land
Settlement Association was brought into existence, that

In 1935 seven hundred Scottish smallholders, who had been encouraged by
the Department of Agriculture for Scotland to become tenants on the land,
found themselves running hopelessly in arrears with their rent and
repayments of building and equipment loans to the Government. Their plight
found expression in a collective petition to the Prime Minister and the
Secretary of State for Scotland for remission of their rents and loans. The
petition makes sad reading. It spoke of ‘good men sinking into difficulties,
labouring for less than nothing, becoming discouraged ... men heartily
wishing they had never been settled on the land ... their debts piling up, credit
being refused them, their families suffering, their stock failing’ ... .

Hannington’s comment was that “those who advocate Land
Settlement under capitalism as a solution for industrial unemploy-
ment are either blind to the consequence of such a policy, or they are
deliberately deceiving the unemployed”. And he quoted the view of
the Bedfordshire ex-service smallholders, whose experience has been
described above, watching the new impetus of the 1930s:

At Potton, three miles from here, the Government are now settling forty
miners from Durham and are telling these men that they have a chance of
making good. These poor fellows haven’t a dog’s chance. If experienced men
cannot make smallholdings pay, how on earth can these inexperienced men
hope to make a go of it?>

The eager founders of the LLand Settlement Association were not
deterred by the climate of gloom and, with access to their modicum

both of government funding and private capital, set about getting back
to the land.
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II
The Experience of Settlers

When the Land Settlement Association was finally founded, early in
1935, having adopted its basic principles, it had now to apply them.
The original donor of the estate at Potton had asked that “this first
settlement should be used for the transference of unemployed families
from Durham” and “the first batch of settlers arrived at Potton on 1st
March 1935, where there were thirty holdings completely equipped,
introducing a new community of over 150 people”.! This donor,
Malcolm Stewart, had meanwhile been appointed as Commissioner
for the Special Areas and instituted land settlement schemes in the
Northumberland and West Cumberland Special Areas, to be
developed by the LSA with the initial costs borne by the
Commissioner. “Mr Stewart also wished the Land Settlement
Association to be responsible for purchasing estates in various parts
of England, with a view to transferring unemployed men and their
families from the Special Areas to those estates”.”

Where the Association was not tied by prior commitments it tended
to acquire estates in areas with an established tradition of market
gardening and with rail access to wholesale markets. All estates were
bought with vacant possession since it was axiomatic that no-one
should be put out of work by a scheme designed to provide
employment. Considerable capital expenditure was needed in the
building of houses and stock-buildings, the provision of land drainage
and water supplies and of new roads, as well as the building of houses,
~ either singly or in pairs.-
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A characteristic LSA landscape emerged, recognisable today, even
in places disposed of by the Association long before its final closure.
There was a small home farm, usually the original farmstead,
occupied by the supervisor or advisers, with central buildings for
grading and packing of produce, and beyond it about forty holdings
of around four to eight acres depending on the original assumptions
about horticulture or stock-rearing as the basic activity. The tenants’
houses, each with a small front garden, were built when possible on
existing roads. Where necessary new access roads were developed on
a grid-iron layout. Close to the dwellings were glasshouses, pig sheds
and chicken-houses, followed by a patch for fruit and vegetable
cultivation, and beyond that an area designed to be ploughed and
harvested together with neighbouring plots, should this be necessary.
Sometimes there was also a large-scale orchard.

This picture of self-sufficiency and communal marketing was in a
very raw state in the late 1930s and the task of the members of the
Land Settlement Association was to populate it. Neither they, nor
prospective tenants, had a complete freedom of choice. From the
Association’s point of view, one historian, K.J. McCready, gives an
understanding account of the factors involved in selection:

The Ministry of Labour and the Unemployment Assistance Board, whose
collaboration was essential to the success of the scheme, were reluctant to see
it opened to young strong men who had been unemployed for a relatively
short period and whose chances of re-employment were good. They were
prepared to continue the payment of maintenance, plus a training allowance,
to intending settlers for a period covering at least one complete rotation of
seasons, provided selection was limited to married men of middle age who
would have difficulty in regaining a footing in industry. The choice of trainees
was undertaken by selection committees composed of members of the
Executive Committee and one or two local persons of each district. Both men
and their wives were interviewed together and separately. After selection, at
first only the men were moved to the estates, where they were billeted in
central farm buildings whilst their families remained at home. The men were
set to work preparing the estate for cultivation in smallholdings. This was
regarded as serving two purposes — giving men an immediate personal interest
in what would be their land, coupled with physical reconditioning. During
the first weeks few men were capable of strenuous labour, but it was found
that good food and open air work quickly built up their strength, and that by
the end of about t