JAMES MASON AND THE EYNSHAM HALL ESTATE:

BUSINESS AND LANDOWNERSHIP IN THE LATE 19th CENTURY

JAMES MASON'S BACKGROUND AND EARLY CAREER

James Mason of Eynsham Hall, Oxfordshire, (1824-1903) was a remarkable man, whose origins are shrouded in mystery. He was brought up by the widow of an architect named Mason, but, according to a memoir written by his grandson, he was the natural son of a man who came from 'a very well-known family'. The natural father provided a good education for James, who went on to attend the University of Paris.

Mason's studies at Paris (which were probably at the School of Mines) included chemistry and metallurgy. Shortly after the 1848 French Revolution he moved to Spain, where he became manager of copper and lead mines for three English mining companies in the Bilbao region. At some point he met his future brother-in-law, life-long business partner and friend, Francis Tress Barry, who in 1847 was appointed Acting British Consul for the Biscay region. By 1856 they were partners in the firm of F.T. Barry & Co., importing British industrial goods and machinery into Spain.

Mason was a man of considerable energy and wide interests. Not content with his management of the English-owned mines, he provided technical supervision for other mines in Spain, submitted articles to the Mining Journal, and kept in touch with the latest publications on mining, banking and bookkeeping. He was also an active investor on the London stock market. It is tempting to speculate that he was already a rich man when the next phase of his career opened. The companies for which he worked became unprofitable, and were wound up in 1857-8. Mason then moved to southern Portugal, into the Iberian Pyrites Belt, which had been mined (chiefly for copper) since Roman times. Of the concessions available in the Mertola region, he settled on the San Domingos mine. This was derelict, although littered with the spoil heaps of ancient mining activity. The concession had been granted by the Portuguese government to a Spanish company, La Sabina, in May 1858. In October 1858 La Sabina signed a contract with Mason and his friend Barry, by then trading as partners in the firm of  Mason and Barry. The contract was for the exploitation of the San Domingos mines by Mason and Barry on a royalty basis for fifty years.

The San Domingos contract was the route to the rapid acquisition of great wealth for both men. Mason was in charge at the mine site, employing the latest mining techniques and steam-driven machinery. Barry remained in England, responsible for sales and marketing. The site rapidly developed, at first opening up Roman deep shafts, and later using open-cast methods. By 1864 the mine employed 3,000 men, and the firm had built an 18-kilometre narrow-gauge railway to link the mine to the nearest river port and thus to the coast. Although primarily a source of copper, the mine's most successful product between 1859 and c.1866 was sulphur, derived from copper pyrites. During that period, the firm effectively monopolised the supply of sulphur to the British alkali producers. In addition, a method of extracting the copper from the pyrites was employed. Although by the later 1860s San Domingos was overshadowed by the resurgent rivalry of the Rio Tinto and Tharsis mines, Mason continued to innovate in order to find more economical means to extract copper, sulphur and iron from the mine and its spoil heaps.

HIS FINANCIAL RESOURCES AND LAND ACQUISITION

The scale of operations at the San Domingos mine was immense. Between 1859 and 1891 it yielded 7.3 million tons of mineral ore, and the cumulative profit to be divided by the partners in that period came to £2,818,000. Although it is not possible to estimate the scale of Mason's personal wealth, there is no doubt that he was very rich by Victorian standards.

Mason did not live in Portugal for very long. Although at the start of the San Domingos operation he resided for several years at the mine (1859-62), he then returned to live in England, operating the affairs of San Domingos by letter, being in almost daily correspondence with his managers, and only visiting once a year.
  Already a rich man, he now turned to the matter of becoming a landowner. His grandson's memoir asserts that, from his earliest mining days, James Mason's overriding aim was to acquire an English estate and to experiment with scientific farming, mining being but a means to this end. There may be some truth in this, although he did not begin his scientific experiments for many years after buying his estate. It may also be the case that his urge  to acquire land and the status that came with it was spurred by awareness of his origins as the natural son of a high-born father. In any case, he soon acquired his estate. This was the estate lying about seven miles north-west of Oxford and known as the Eynsham Hall Estate, although it is located next to the village of North Leigh, and is several miles distant from Eynsham.

The Eynsham Hall Estate in 1866, when Mason purchased it, consisted of a large eighteenth-century house ['a capital mansion', according to the estate agents] and home farm in a ring-fenced park, and four adjacent farms, of small or middling size (Barnard Gate, 50 acres; Blindwell, 69 acres; Little Green, c.110 acres; Salutation, 125 acres ). The total area of the estate was 1,074 acres. All the farms, including the home farm (c. 420 acres), were let to tenants; the let area was 857 acres. The remainder of the estate (217 acres), which was in hand, was not farmed; it consisted entirely in woodlands, and the mansion with its gardens, lakes and ponds. The bulk of the woodland was currently being grubbed up, to leave only 59 acres of woods. A view of the layout of the estate at the previous sale, in 1862, is given here:

MAP 1: MAP OF EYNSHAM HALL ESTATE, 1862,

BY FAREBROTHER, CLARK AND LYE

[MERL, OXF 22/5/37 Deeds, plans of Eynsham Hall Estate 1832-62]

The asking price for the estate was £54,000. It is not known what price Mason paid for it, but the purchase did not by any means exhaust his capital. In the early 1870s he remodelled the Hall substantially, to the plans of the eminent designer Owen Jones, adding east and west wings and two additional storeys. He commissioned some notable pieces of furniture (some of which are now in the Victorian and Albert Museum) from Owen Jones, and in 1878 the house was described as ‘magnificently furnished’.

Mason went on to increase his landholdings substantially, over many years. His biggest purchase was in 1875, when he bought the larger estate of South Leigh, adjoining Eynsham Hall to the south. This, which included the village of South Leigh, covered 1,430 acres. Although some of the farms  are difficult to identify by name on the Ordnance Survey 25 inch maps, the largest ones were Tar Farm (348 acres), Church Farm (328 acres) and Station Farm (521 acres). The price paid for the estate is not known. At some point before this he had bought two small farms between Eynsham Hall and South Leigh – Brick Kiln (71 acres) and its neighbour, Ambury Close (area unknown). At a date unknown, but before 1877, he had bought the small farm called Osney Hill (possibly only 42 acres), which lay immediately to the west of Eynsham Hall.

In 1885 he purchased the Freeland Estate, which adjoined the home park of Eynsham Hall to the east. It was the smallest of the three estates now in his possession, comprising the mansion known as Freeland Lodge and its surrounding park (50 acres), and a single farm of 267 acres. With this purchase, he now had an almost unbroken block of land running south for several miles from Eynsham Hall, and comprising around 2,800 acres. His last land purchases were of farms which lay away from this central block – Holly Court Farm, north of Eynsham Hall, of 242 acres, and the smaller Puddle End Farm, between Holly Court and Eynsham Hall, of 59 acres. The date of purchase of Holly Court is uncertain; it was probably 1886, although it may have been as late as 1900. Puddle End was purchased in 1888. At their maximum extent in c.1900 the Mason estates covered an estimated 3,193 acres.

Thus over a period of at least twenty years, James Mason had assembled a substantial landed estate. Although the cost of this is unknown, it is unlikely that money was the paramount consideration. It is far more likely that his ambition was to build a coherent estate, as a look at the map of the estate compiled here indicates. The somewhat outlying Holly Court and Puddle End might just have been attractive propositions at the time:

MAP 2.  JAMES MASON'S ESTATES, 1866-1900

ESTATE QUALITY AND ESTATE CAPITAL

The soil quality on the Mason estates was not of the best. The agents in 1866 had described the Eynsham Hall estate as  having a 'stiff loam and clay surface, with a clay subsoil' 
. Daniel Hall described it thus:

'Practically the whole of this land lies on the Oxford Clay, which here forms a poor soil,

unkindly and difficult to cultivate, and yielding a very unsatisfactory pasture for many

years after it is laid down to grass.'

[Hall, A.D., 'The Agricultural Experiments of the Late Mr. James Mason',

Journal of the Royal Agricultural Society of England 65  (1904), p. 107]

Parts of the estate needed improved drainage, and some fields were liable to riverine flooding. As Mason's experience was to confirm, it was difficult to make good permanent grassland on these clay soils. 

However, if the quality of the land was not of the best, this did not prevent Mason from investing heavily in the estate. His improvements to the mansion have been noted. He also put a lot of money into the estate's fixed capital. Shortly after 1866 he enlarged and adapted the Hall lake so as to provide a water supply for the Eynsham (and later the Freeland) estate and the neighbouring villages. On the home farm, whose buildings had scarcely been mentioned by the agents in 1866, there was by 1897 a complete set of (timber) farm buildings, including cattle sheds and pig pens, a riding school, a timber yard, workshops for carpenters and wheelwrights, a smithy, and a complete gasworks, with safety provision for fire hydrants. The estate had also a pair of steam ploughing engines valued at £1,008 in 1888, and purchased a new 'traction engine' for £351 in that year: 

MAP 3.  PLAN OF THE HOME FARM OF EYNSHAM HALL ESTATE 1897

[MERL, OXF 22/16/4/6]

MASON'S RECORD KEEPING

The records of the Mason estates, which are deposited in the Museum of English Rural Life at the University of Reading, are substantial. They are particularly rich in financial accounts and farming statements relating to the home farm and to the estate of Eynsham Hall. These records, kept in great detail in large ledgers in immaculate handwriting, with tables of contents, are of the highest quality. Mason's background in business, his scientific frame of mind, and his concern for the highest standards of accurate accounting mark these out from the common run of farm and estate records. They provide a fascinating view of how a very astute man of business and science tried to meet the challenges of contemporary farming.

The main bases of the Mason approach to farm accounts were twofold. Firstly, every field and every enterprise would be charged for the cost of work done for it, and the balance of profit or loss recorded; in essence, every productive unit was to be a cost centre. Secondly, allowances would be made for the imputed cost of rent not received on land in hand, and for interest foregone on the capital employed in the estate. So if land was not rented out, but worked by the estate, a notional allowance would be made for rent thus foregone; in practice, this seems to have consisted in charging the same per acre rent as paid by the tenants. The addition of a notional charge for interest (5 per cent) on capital employed was a constant reminder that farming was a business, and needed to pay attention to its rate of return on capital, as compared with the return on other occupations in which it might have been employed.

The fine-tuning of the system related to enterprises (e.g., crops in each field, or a class of livestock) which showed a deficit on the year, and in the handling of overhead costs. On loss-making operations, the deficit was carried over to the next year, and interest charged on it until the deficit was wiped off. Estate overheads, such as the poor rates, management time, and all miscellaneous expenditure otherwise unallocated, were lumped together as 'establishment charges', and divided up according to the acreage of each field. 

The practical working of this system may be illustrated from the farming statements of  Eynsham Hall in 1890. The following is the complete entry recorded for the growing and disposal of the oat and oat hay crop in Field No. 306 (the Ordnance Survey number) in 1890:-

TABLE 1

CULTIVATION COSTS AND REVENUE FOR FIELD No. 306, EYNSHAM HALL ESTATE, YEAR ENDING MICHAELMAS 1890

TO:                                                                                   BY:

                                                                £   s   d                                                                     £   s   d

Cultivations to Michaelmas 1889                                             PRODUCE:

      brought forward                                0  15   6               Green vetches 22 tons 10 cwt    20   5   0

Ditto during y/e Michaelmas 1890:-                                  Green vetches 6 loads to stables   5   8   0

     Horse labour                                     10   0   3               Oat Hay 10 tons @ 60/-               30   0   0

     Manual labour                                  23  18   0              Green Oats 1 ton 15 cwt @ 18/-     1 11   6

     Seeds                                                  5  16  5 ¼           Oats 55 [?qrs] 40 lbs per Bus.

     Compound mixture                          23  15   0                          @ 22/-                               60 10   0

     Coal for threshing                              0    6   0               Straw Chaff & Cavings

     Wear & Tear of Engine Drum            1  10   0                        16 tons @ 30/-                    27   0    0

     Establishment Charges                       5  10   9              Rakings to Game                            2   0    0

     Balance being profit for rent etc.     75    2   6 ¾

                                                             146  14   6                                                                 146  14   6

           [AUTHOR'S NOTE: The vetches were presumably sown as an undercrop with the oats] 

          [OXF 22/2/280. Eynsham Hall. farming statements for the year ended 1890 (Michaelmas)]

This comprehensive account bears out the principle enunciated above, i.e., of treating every enterprise (here meaning a field) as a cost centre, and is assiduous in entering all costs – including coal for threshing, and wear and tear on the threshing drum (how many farm accounts ever did this?). For products which were not sold off the farm, and thus did not have a market value (the green vetches sent to the stables, and the chaff rakings to the game birds), there are imputed credits. Both these items thus became inputs to other enterprises on the estate.

The concern with detail may have been somewhat obsessive. Thus in drawing up the the profit and loss account for the Eynsham Hall home farm in 1890, credit was allowed for the rabbits caught on the estate. There were 9,000 of these, and they were entered in the accounts as if all were sold, at the current price of 1/- each, realising a total of £450. This extra £450 made all the difference between profit and loss, since the profit for the home farm came out finally at £350. The account assumed that all were sold, but the detailed analysis of game disposals which survives for the previous year (1889) shows that, of the 7,966 rabbits caught, only 4,197 were sold, the rest going as presents, or to the hall kitchens, or to foxes and the kennels. Making an allowance for the benefits of imputed rabbit sales is of course as defensible in accounting terms as including the costs of imputed rent on land in hand, but it may have been going a bit far to enter also a credit of £90 for the estimated value of dung dropped by the rabbits in the coverts.

TENANTS' PROBLEMS AND THE INCREASE OF LAND IN HAND

Aside from the actual accounting ledgers, the Mason archive contains much detail on the cropping  of the land in hand, which grew substantially in the 1880s and 1890s. The farms of the original Eynsham Hall estate bought in 1866 had been entirely let, the largest lease being for the combined Home (c.420 acres) and Little Green (c.120 acres) farms. These two were still being worked by one tenant when the South Leigh estate was purchased in 1875. A rent roll of 1876 lists 11 farms on the combined estates, compared with four in 1866. Rent was being paid on a total of 2,410 acres, to which can be added the land still in hand (216 acres of home park woodland in 1866).

Until this point, Mason had been content to be a rent receiver rather than an active farmer, but the economic depression in arable farming which commenced after the early 1870s led to farmers running into difficulties, and abandoning their tenancies. In South Leigh by 1878, all but two of the farms were vacant. John Bryan,  who is shown as Mason's tenant in South Leigh for 521 acres in 1876 and 324 acres in 1885, is reported to have lost £5,000 capital in the first five years of his tenancy through successive crop failures; he never recovered financially, and died insolvent in 1914. In the early 1880s, rent arrears on the estate grew; from £751 at Michaelmas 1881 to £1,224 a year later, and £1,632 at Lady Day 1883. Most of the latter debt was paid off by November of that year, but £851 was still outstanding. Bryan appears among the larger debtors during these years, and still owed £170 at November 1883.

The result of the farming depression was that Mason took ever more land in hand. The next rent roll extant, of 1885-6, shows rent being received on only 1,309 acres of the Eynsham and South Leigh estates; to this could be added 268 acres of the newly-acquired Freeland estate, which was still entirely rented. Another effect of the depression was that rental income, and rents per acre, had fallen. In 1876, 2,559 let acres had yielded £4,000 exactly, or £1.56 per acre. In 1885-6 the 1,577 let acres produced an income of £2,009, or £1.28 per acre.

The amount of land in hand probably fluctuated with the fortunes of the tenants, but it grew in the longer run. In 1866 it had been 216 acres, consisting largely of home park woodland. In 1890 it may be estimated at 614 acres; 309 of this is listed as 'Home Farm', but this seems to have included the whole of the Freeland estate, which in all probability was now being worked as one unit with the original Home Farm  
. Not all of this was arable land; in 1892 James Mason himself, writing in the Journal of the Royal Agricultural Society of England about his scientific experiments, noted that he now farmed 450 acres of arable. A list of fields in hand for the whole of the Mason estates in 1900 gives a total of 1,263 acres in hand, of which 529 were arable, the rest (734 acres) being 'parks and pastures'.

 The arable must have been distributed widely over the whole estate, since a note of the land in hand in 1904 at Eynsham Hall and Freeland gives a total arable acreage of only 147 (and a pasture acreage of 517). It should perhaps be noted that the Victoria County History, following Daniel Hall, gives an upper estimate of land in hand as 1,800 acres, of which 800 acres was arable. 

MASON'S SCIENTIFIC INTERESTS AND EXPERIMENTS

Mason had withdrawn from active involvement with the Portuguese mining business in 1879, passing responsibility for it to his son (James Francis), who was then 20 years old. This, combined with the growth of land in hand, seems to have spurred Mason to develop his scientific interests, in the form of experiments on the growth of plants, and in the practical application of the results to his land.

His experiments were directed to one broad end; to utilise the biological resources of the soil more efficiently. These resources were nitrogen, phosphoric acid and potash (potassium). His aim, like that of many contemporary scientists, was to find out how a higher proportion of these nutritious agents in the soil could be used by plants. In practice, his experiments centred on three themes; the exploitation of the subsoil; the use of novel artificial fertilisers such as basic slag; and ascertaining which crops were best suited to fix nitrogen in the soil.

His experiments were described in two articles published in the Journal of the Royal Agricultural Society of England; one by Mason himself in 1892, and one in 1904 by Sir Daniel Hal.
. The first two themes (better use of the subsoil and of basic slag) were adequately described by Mason in his 1892 article. Beginning in 1887, four plots, which had been treated so as to reduce their natural nitrogen content, were deep dug, and planted with white and leguminous crops, being also treated with basic slag. The idea of the deep digging was to bring the nitrogen, phosphate and potassium in the subsoil into contact with the root system of the plants and thus make them available to the growing plants. At the same time, the utility of dressings of basic slag could be assessed.

The results of these experiments were rather surprising. The deep digging and basic slag seemed to have worked in supplying phosphates and potassium, but the surprising result was that, from plots which must have contained very little available nitrogen in the soil or subsoil, crops were got which contained a notable quantity of nitrogen.

These results pushed Mason further into the question of how plants fixed nitrogen, and whether from the soil or from the air. This was at the time by no means definitely resolved. It was shortly before this that Hellriegel and Wilfarth had published their great work on symbiotic nitrogen fixation – in a brief report in 1886, and more fully in 1888. They had showed clearly that the nodules on the roots of certain leguminous plants had the property of fixing nitrogen from the atmosphere. Their work was hailed immediately as epochal, but there was much more work to be done in refining their experiments and applying them to practical agriculture; the investigations set in train thereby continue to this day.

The realisation that the nitrogen question was still not finally solved, coupled with his correspondence with leading agricultural scientists such as Lawes and Gilbert (of Rothamsted), set Mason off exploring further the processes governing the exploitation of nitrogen by growing plants. His experiments on this and other questions carried on until 1898.

SCIENTIFIC RESEARCH APPLIED TO HIS FARMING OPERATIONS

The practical lessons which Mason took from his researches were several. The idea of deep digging, was in order to bring up the subsoil and allow its weathering, the better to allow potash and phosphoric acid (and possibly nitrogen) to be assimilated by the plants. The efficacy of Mason's deep digging was tested in the laboratory of the Royal Agricultural Society, where samples of his subsoils before and after weathering were tested. The results showed that the weathering was very effective in making the potassium compounds more available to the plants, although not the phosphoric or nitrogenous compounds. Due credit was paid to Mason, who had for the first time scientifically tested the already well-known practical advantages of weathering of the subsoil.

His other practical lessons concerned artificial fertilisers, animal feeds and and nitrogen fixation. By trial and error he tested several different formulae for top-dressings for his crops; and he worked at devising new and more efficient feed mixtures for his livestock. As regards the better fixation of atmospheric nitrogen by legumes, he evolved a general scheme of growing two years of nitrogenous-fixing crops (e.g., clover), followed by two nitrogen-consuming crops (cereals such as oats or wheat, or roots such as potatoes or mangolds). He at first used red clover, sown amongst beans, making the combined crop into silage for animal feed. However, this was unsatisfactory, the silage losing a lot of dry matter in the manufacturing process. It was also doubtful whether the soil was suitable for red clover in two out of every four years. He then changed to lucerne, laying down several hundred acres to it by the late 1890s.

Mason's experiments were carried on at the same time that he was applying his ideas on all these subjects to his farming, and they were mutually interactive. This evolution can be followed from the cropping books kept in his own handwriting, for the years 1890-3. They cover all the fields in hand at the time (305 acres arable are recorded in total), with the cultivation procedures for each field detailed meticulously. Their flavour and content can best be appreciated by looking at part of one of these entries verbatim:

                 CULTIVATION RECORD OF FIELD No. 122, 1887-88 [FREELAND ESTATE]

             “No. 122.         8a(cres) 1 r(ood)                     No red clover since 1866-7

In 1887 this field was in the hands of Merry of Freeland. The crops were various. Farming poor

      and exhausting, and land badly drained.

      It was then drained and cleaned. During the winter it was dug and the subsoil forked – total

      depth about 16 inches.

      8 ½ loads of dung were applied to 6 ¼ a.

      On 2 acres no dung was applied

      16 c(wt) Basic [slag] per Acre was applied all over

        4 c. Basic per Acre was used in the Drill

1888   Mangolds:- On Apl. 28 10 lbs of seed were sown per Acre

           From June 6th to July 25th 10 Dressings of Black Nitrate mixture were applied per A(cre).

           In all 10 c(wt)

           Horse hoeings 2 – flat hoeing 1 – hand hoeings 2

           Produce:- Oct 8th  Mangolds with Dung tested 17 T(ons) per A(cre)

                                        ------------  without Dung     13 T per A

                                          Swedes:- The top-dressings were 10C per Acre in 10 dressings. Put on

                                                          between June 6th and July 25th

                      2 horse-hoeings – 1 flat d(itt)o. - 2 hand hoeings

                      Produce:- Nov. 1st Swedes on the Dunged Part gave 26 T per Acre

                                                                 On the not dunged part 19T per Acre”

        [OXF 22/4/1 Home Farm Crop Book 6 August 1890-25 April 1893; entry for Field No. 122]

Thus far, the record illustrates his emphasis on initial deep digging (which also brought the benefit of an increased and earlier dryness of the land after rain), the use of basic slag, his 'black nitrate' mixture (see below), and an experiment with and without farm dung. The next crop (1889) was barley, for which the land was ploughed once in January and February, and cultivated by steam in March. A top dressing of black nitrate was again used (3 cwt. per acre). The crop yielded 41 ½ bushels of best corn and 8 bushels of tail corn per acre; the straw chaff and cavings were 1 ton 10 cwt. per acre.

Having taken  two 'white' crops, which consumed nitrogen rather than replacing it in the soil, he turned to what became his main cropping policy; to follow two white crops with two leguminous ones. In 1889-90 he planted winter oats and vetches, top-dressed with another of his 'mixtures', this one named 'leguminous mixture'. The land was ploughed once only, given one heavy harrowing before drilling the seed in, and one rolling and one harrowing after drilling. Testing the crop yield in July indicated a yield of 14 tons 9 cwt per acre. The crop was all made into silage. In 1890-1 he put in his second year of leguminous crops, namely winter beans with vetches, and red clover in the spring. The beans failed, due to frost. The beans/vetches and clover were cut for silage in1891. 

Mason's final note for 1890-1 reads:

        “This field like all the others when again steam-ploughed and subsoiled after the 1st or the 2nd

                crop of clover has been cut must be levelled up [sic] in Basic to 2 tons per acre – say put on

         1 ton in following the plough and sow in such manner that part falls in the furrow and part on

         the ridges. It is very possible that I shall plough under the Second crop of Clover in this

         field....especially if this is done in hot dry weather.”          

             [OXF 22/4/1 Crop Book of Home Farm 6 August 1890- 25 April 1893;

               entry for Field No. 122, p. 67 fol.]

1890-1 was the high point of his use of red clover. But his experiments in brick-built experimental 'tanks' with both red clover and lucerne from 1890 on were to show that lucerne was superior in accumulating nitrogen in the soil for the use of subsequent crops, and he then turned (more so after 1896) to lucerne on a large scale. By now his method had developed so far as to be succinctly summed up by Daniel Hall:

    ' Mr. Mason's scheme was to open up the subsoil by deep steam cultivation, manure liberally

      with basic slag to furnish phosphoric acid and lime, trusting to the weathering of the subsoil to

      supply potash and to the lucerne crop to assimilate nitrogen.'

                                                                                                              [Hall (1904), p.118]

Unfortunately, the results of sowing lucerne were disappointing. It was sown without a cover crop, and: 'as the seasons were dry this resulted in a bad plant, a defect from which the fields never recovered financially.' 
  Analysis of the financial results of laying down Field 38AB (35 acres) to lucerne in 1897 showed the cost of laying down as £171-16-0d; but the profit over all the seven seasons 1897-1903 only amounted to £137-19-0d. On the other hand, by this time the field was in a good state for grazing, and the slight profit had been struck after allowing for (imputed) rent of 20s. an acre, and interest on capital of 5 per cent. But the difficulties he met may account for the fact that, although he laid down several hundred acres to lucerne, Mason did not always follow his original intention, and follow with corn or roots, preferring to follow with grass seeds as the lucerne grew older, and thus create permanent pasture. 
 

Mention has been made of Mason's innovation of his own recipes for top-dressing crops. There were eventually three of these. The one most often referred to was called 'Black Nitrate Mixture'. Its main constituents were nitrate of soda, 'potash salts', basic slag, plus salt, soot and sawdust. This was noted as containing 56 lbs. weight of nitrogen per 10 cwt. The recipe antedates 1891, at which date some minor adjustments were made to it.

There was also a 'Plain Nitrate Mixture'. The only active fertilising agent in this was 3 cwt of nitrate of soda per 10 cwt of the mixture; the remainder was made up of 'dry dirt in dust from road scrapings', soot, and sawdust. The date of its origin is unclear, but Mason suggested two variations on its formula in 1895, and proposed a slightly revised version for use 'after the season of 1896'.

For his leguminous crops, he evolved a special mixture, referred to as the New Mixture. The main constituents of this were kainit (a potassium salt) and basic slag, plus soot and sawdust. This was presumably in use in the early and mid-1890s.

His final innovation was for a 'new Nitrate Mixture', the recipe for which is dated 29th September 1902. This was mainly basic slag, with nitrate of soda, lime, gypsum, soot and sawdust. The  entry accompanying this proposal notes that: 'By making use of this new mixture it may not again  be nec[essary] to apply Basic or Lime to the land and this will be done at small cost as it is necessary to top-dress the nitrate...'.   The purpose behind this appears to be to save money by minimising the number of artificial fertiliser applications on the land; Mason was, at the age of 78, still very active in agricultural innovation.

Mason had more success with his experimental work on arable crops than in animal husbandry research. This work was concerned with extensive feeding trials for young beasts, especially bullocks. Detailed records were kept of the foods consumed, and the rate of increase of live weight under different regimes. At the end of each trial, balance sheets were drawn up showing the number of food units consumed for maintenance and for weight increase, with allowance made for the manure returned to the land by the animals.

While the results of the bullock feeding trials showed that rapid feeding to young stock was more effective than a slower method with older beasts and less concentrates. It also showed that the lucerne and silage raised on the estate were effective stock foods. But the financial calculations did not show a profit, unless an excessive credit was taken for the manure returned by the animals to the land. A.D. Hall's review of this part of Mason's farming concludes that:

           'The trials, in fact, from a financial standpoint, were vitiated by the want of the skilled

             grazier's eye in the buying and the selling.'

                                                                                     [Hall (1904), p.122]

By trial and error, Mason evolved an animal policy which suited the land, aided by his improved grass pastures. At Michaelmas 1900, the accounts showed a complement of 37 milking cows, 174 feeding cattle, 648 ewes and  148 lambs, and 1,339 sows or young pigs. There was also a poultry operation, of 631 fowls. These livestock operations all made a profit, but in most cases not a large one. The pigs were the most profitable, yielding a profit of £1,144 in 1900. They were mainly Tamworth-Berkshire crosses, kept in the fields and given some extra feeding, but never brought to a state of great fatness, as there was a ready market for them as bacon pigs.

JAMES MASON'S FINANCIAL RESULTS – PROFIT OR LOSS ?

The final question about Mason's farming policies is whether they were profitable or not. The Eynsham Hall archive does not supply a satisfactory set of estate accounts covering this entire period, but some suggestions may be made.

It is unlikely that Mason had profitability much in mind when purchasing the estate in 1866. He was already a rich man, with (one assumes) a fair book knowledge of agriculture, and had been informed of the poor quality of the land. Few accounts survive from the early years of his ownership, but he was prepared to invest in land improvement from the start. Thus between August 1866 and October 1867, when he had only just taken possession of the Eynsham Hall estate, he spent the large sum of £3,363 on drainage. At that time, two of the livestock operations (sheep and pigs) were making losses. 

For the next twenty years Mason acted largely as a receiver of rent. It was in the mid-1880s that he began to take large amounts of land in hand, and the financial results of his farming begin to be recorded in more detail.  In 1888 he had 210 acres in hand (125 arable and 85 pasture), in addition to the parks of Eynsham Hall and Freeland. The result was a moderate-sized loss:

TABLE 2: EYNSHAM HALL: FINANCIAL RESULTS OF FARMING LAND IN HAND, 1888

              Profit  (+) or  Loss  (-)

                                                                                                                                 £      s    d

            ARABLE AND PASTURE LANDS                                                         +  95   16    9

            LIVESTOCK                                                                                             -     7    0    11 ½

                         (A). PROFIT ON ARABLE, PASTURE AND LIVESTOCK     +  88  15    10 ½ 

            PARKS

                        COSTS:

                       ('Poor Rates, Horse Labour, Manual Labour, Manures')            - 1,124   12   10 ½

                       BENEFITS:

                      Grazing @ 4d. a Day   **                                                             +   340   15      3

                      Hay Crop (50 tons @ 50/-) ***                                                    +   145     0      0

                  (B) LOSS ON PARKS                                                                       -   638   17      7 ½

              OVERALL FARMING LOSS      [(A) - (B)]                                        - £ 550    1      9

[OXF 22/2/278a. Farming Statement for year ending Michaelmas 1888 (Eynsham Hall), p. 10]

                               ** 'Except Beasts which are charged 1/6th less'.

                               *** Error in original – should be £125 - 0 - 0

                              [Note at end: 'Rabbits not included, though if they had been, they wd have

                                                     been rated @ 1/- each, or 3 ½ d. per lb. (and would have

                                                     estimated no. of rabbits killed outside the parks)'.]

The picture in 1888 is one in which the farming of the combined arable and pasture was more or less breaking even, but the farming account as a whole, when the costs of working the parks was taken into consideration, showed a moderately large loss. The nature of the work done in the parks is not stated, but it seems from the above to be grassland improvement, with a large investment in labour and 'manures' (the usual contemporary term for artificial fertilisers, as opposed to farmyard dung). The parks also had little in the way of saleable produce to offset their costs.

The overall loss was apparently struck before making deductions for the imputed value of rent and interest, so in the accounts for the whole estate the loss would have been larger. In the period 1895-99, when there was much more land in hand, and the accounts did make deductions for imputed rent and interest, there are continuous losses:

TABLE 3

EXPENDITURE AND RECEIPTS ON FARMING LAND IN HAND, EYNSHAM HALL 1895-99

       EXPENDITURE           (£)            1895        1896        1897        1898        1899

       Items:    Rent **                             1,219       1,279        1,521        1,772      1,768

                     Interest **                            343          301          417           570         677

                    Artificial manures                 333          367         781            408         111

                    Foods                                 1,994       3,340      6,392         8,488    10,304

                   Manual labour                    1,714       1,466      1,926         2,331      2,601

                   Livestock purchases           1,338       1,135      3,007        6,142       3,741

     (A) TOTAL  EXPENDITURE       8,378       9,456     16,373      22,380    21,905

** Imputed rent and interest

       RECEIPTS             (£)                    1895        1896        1897        1898        1899

       Produce sold                                    1,346          458       1,395         468          200

       Livestock sold                                  2,747        2,904       6,710     10,051    13,439

       (B) TOTAL RECEIPTS                 4,093        3,362       8,105     10,519    13,639

      (C ) SUPPLIED TO MANSION:   2,470         2,263       3,564       3,991      3,145

         LOSSES [(B) + (C) – (A)]            1,815         3,831       4,704       7,870      5,121

        OVERALL FARMING LOSS         960         2,403          709       1,195      2,279

     [OXF 22/2/295. Financial and statistical summaries of farming operations 1897-1900, p. 29]

While the farming operations, if judged by simply subtracting expenditure from receipts, showed very high losses, as shown in the penultimate line above, the final line of the accounts in the ledger, shown here as 'overall farming loss', recorded much lower deficits. How the accountant managed to reduce the losses to the level shown in the last line is not clear, but losses there certainly were, for each of these years. As regards farming policy, it seems that Mason had reduced his use of artificial manures on the grassland, and was relying on high feeding with purchased foods, to bring on the beasts for market, and to increase the manurial value of their dung on the grassland. It is also noticeable that there is little sale of produce, which suggests that much of the arable produce was going for animal feed on the estate

One other change in Mason's policy had by this time affected the financial balance; the experiments with lucerne, which began c.1896. This, which involved breaking up pasture, was expensive, and resulted in large losses; by Michaelmas 1901, the cumulative loss on lucerne was £2,611-16-1d. The consolation was that the quality of the pastures was thereby improved.

Although the record is far from complete, the accounts presented here suggest strongly that Mason's direct farming was in the long run a loss-making business. Were the tenanted farms run at a profit, offsetting the losses in direct farming operations ? Only one snapshot of the tenant account is available, in 1904, when the balance sheet of the estate's affairs was drawn up for the information of Mason's son, James Francis, on his succession to ownership. This shows that the let farms produced a small surplus, of £896. The smaller operations (letting of cottages and sundry other small properties, allotments, and woods and forests) produced a small profit, of £21. The only other item at estate level was the commencement of the building of a new mansion, the incoming son having decided to demolish the old house; to date, this had cost £331. All told, the profits on the non-direct farming side of the estate came to £586. So, presuming that the losses on direct farming operations identified as recently as 1899 were still continuing, they would not have been offset by the tenant and other accounts. 

Finally, if the estate was making losses for a long period, how was it enabled to continue in business? The simple answer is that it was not in business. While it was by no means merely the plaything of a rich man, and was certainly in later years a laboratory in which important contributions to agricultural science were being made, its rationale was not that of profit maximisation. Fortunately for the family, Mason's resources were such as to put the losses attendant on direct farming in the shade. This may be seen in the money expended on domestic, pleasure and personal activities on the estate (i.e., excluding all Mason's direct farming operations, and the balance of costs and revenues from renting farms to tenants). In 1887 these non-agricultural expenditures amounted to £30,072. In descending order, the largest items were: private and personal (£11,901); house keeping [Eynsham Hall] and other expenditure (£10,086); game and sporting (£3,898); stables and kennels (£2,999). Towards the end of his life, the overall expenditure was smaller, and there was less spent on outdoor activities, but the total spending was still much larger than the losses from his farming. On average in the two years 1900 and 1901 the non-agricultural spending amounted to £18,680 a year, the largest item being private and personal spending (£9,226), followed by house expenditure (£6,595), stables and carriages (£1,603) and gardens (£816). By then only £87 went on game, and the list concludes with £353 spent on buying horses. It can safely be concluded that these activities were being subsidised from Mason's private income, which also sufficed to defray the losses on his farming.

The story of James Mason and his Eynsham Hall estate is that of a very successful businessman who fulfilled an ambition to become an English landowner. His acquisition of landed property ws on a large scale, and the quality of the estate, or its financial attractiveness, was of secondary importance to him. He later took much land in hand, and improved it, at the same time making a practical contribution to agricultural science. Why he settled at Eynsham Hall is not known. Although his obituary in the Oxford Times hinted at snobbery (the Prince of Wales was also reputed to be interested in buying it), this seems an unlikely motive for James Mason, who had roughed it in Iberian mines for several years. For most of this period, the mere fact of landownership and its attendant honours (in 1869 he was appointed Justice of the Peace and served as High Sheriff of Oxfordshire in the same year) was probably prestige enough. His entry into direct farming  wa an unplanned accident. From then on, his scientific curiosity and the urge to improve the quality of the estate drove him forward. The results were beneficial to agricultural science, but not to his pocket. This does not seem to have worried him. 

CONCLUSION

This study may be offered as a contribution to the ongoing debate as to how far succesful Victorian businessmen were seduced away from money-making by the attractions of adopting the lifestyle of the landed gentry. The extreme proponent of this seductionist view is Martin Wiener, who has written that:

            'Businessmen increasingly shunned the role of industrial entrepreneur for the more

             socially rewarding role of gentleman (landed, if possible). The upshot was a dampening

             of industrial energies, the most striking single consequence of the gentrification of the

             English middle class.'

While Mason certainly did join the ranks of the country gentry, spent a lot on conspicuously remodelling his mansion, performed honorific tasks associated with his new status, improved his estate, and enjoyed country pursuits, he did not give up moneymaking. He was an active investor on the stock exchange both before and after he withdrew from direct involvement in the mining business, acquired a London mansion, and died with a fortune not too far short of a million pounds, in spite of losing money on the direct farming operations of his later years. This was not a case of landed gentrification sapping the entrepreneurial spirit; it was rather a case of the entrepreneurial spirit invigorating the landed estate. 

                                                                                                           PETER DEWEY

                                                                                                          2 February 2012 
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