A Grain of Truth:
The Nineteenth-Century Corn Averages!

By WRAY VAMPLEW

HE initial use of the corn averages

was to regulate Britain’s external

grain trade, but during the nineteenth
century other functions were added. Many
landlords began to use them as the basis of
corn rents; from 1837 they were widely
utilized in the calculation of tithe commuta-
tion payments; and in the 1880s they were
acknowledged as a ‘public official record of
the average prices of Fan] important article of
working class consumption’.?2 Historians,
too, have made use of the averages for several

purposes, among them that of assessing the
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value of British corn imports,? to estimate and
examine domestic wheat production,* to form
consumer price indices,® as indicators of the
state of the harvests,® as guides to social
unrest,” and, of course, simply as.a record of
agricultural prices.® Unhappily, such use has
tended either to ignore or to play down the
concern of contemporaries as to the validity of
the figures.® Apart from the recent work of
Adrian, who discusses the reliability of the
averages with respect to markets in East
Anglia, we have to go back almost half a
century, to the monographs of Fay and
Barnes, to find any detailed discussion of the
calculation of the averages, and even these are
not wholly satisfactory because of limitations
on the time period covered, and a failure to
realize the full implications of the statistical
procedures adopted.!® The intention of this
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