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INTRODUCTION 
This is the Cork part of a document published by the UK Government in 1872 which gives, 

as it says, the names of landowners above one acre. This means that the vast majority of people 
working the land, the tenant-farmers, are not included and that clearly takes from it as a source of 
real information about the people of the country at the time. However, it is a good account of what 
it claims to be and is an interesting historical document. 

One might wonder why it was ever published. It was not exactly the best form of public 
relations by the landlords, with a land war brewing, to display their land wealth in such a blatant, 
detailed fashion. In fact it was clearly seen here as provocative and was a great help to the land war 
agitation that was then developing. 

Ironically, it was published to try to prove that the landlords were not as powerful or as 
wealthy as it seemed! 

It came about because the Census of 1861 officially recorded 30,000 landowners in the UK, 
then including Ireland. This could be interpreted as meaning that this number of people owned 
about 80 million acres of land. This figure became a great slogan by English radicals and reformers 
who made hay of this 'fact' and embarrassed the landlords no end. John Bright MP developed the 
argument to claim that 140 people owned half of England. The issue become a political hot potato. 
Also, the reformers were annoyed that attempts at an English Land Registry failed because of lack 
of co-operation by landowners. Land then represented political and social power and it was 
becoming intolerable that a handful, relatively speaking, of people monopolised it. 

The 30,000 figure was not strictly true because not every landowner had formally described 
himself as a landowner in the census. Several other descriptions were used. The landlords knew this 
and they decided that they would take away the reformers' argument by proving that the figure was 
wrong and that there were in fact a lot more landowners and therefore they were not as powerful, as 
rich or as monopolistic a group as they were painted. They proved the figure technically wrong by 
arranging for the publication of this Return but it also proved that the substance of the reformers' 
arguments was correct - a relatively small number of people owned an overwhelming proportion of 
the land. All the extra owners that appeared in the Return were not significant landowners at all. 

However the reformers never succeeded in Britain as the Land League did in Ireland where 
the situation was transformed over the subsequent decades with landlordism being eliminated and 
the tillers of the soil becoming the owners of it. Not only was there no such reform in England but 
the situation as to who exactly owns the land there is now less clear than in 1872 because the Return 
has almost disappeared without trace and has certainly not been updated. The-modern English Land 
Registry is totally inadequate as the only land registered is that which goes on the market. But the 
land of England is essentially not in the market place - it is passed on within the families who own 
it - and therefore its ownership is not knowable and accountable in the open way that is taken for 
granted here. 

Jack Lane 
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