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This thesis explores the role of wheat in economic history, in particular with reference to historical market integration and the “globalization” of trade. More specifically, it examines the causes and consequences of what became known as the “grain invasion” – a massive increase of in particular wheat exports from the US to Europe. The usual explanation for the grain invasion is that falling transportation costs caused the price gap between the US and the UK to fall, causing US prices to rise, UK prices to fall, and thus causing US export supply and UK import demand to increase. It is demonstrated that this story is flawed. Falling per mile transportation costs simply permitted an expansion of frontier farming in the US, while the price received by the average American farmer remained constant. What this process did allow, however, was a massive increase in US output, which was then available to supply the booming demand in the UK. The grain invasion was therefore not a response to increasing prices by American farmers, who in reality offered a perfectly elastic supply at the going price as practically unlimited supplies of land in the West were populated by immigrants.

Other aspects of this story are also reconsidered. A necessary prerequisite for the grain invasion was the repeal of the British Corn Laws, which were tariffs governing the import of wheat. These are reexamined, and it turns out that statutory protection was only significant for a few years after 1815, the decline starting in the 1820s and continuing beyond the famous “repeal” in 1846. The level of protection prior to the famous repeal in 1846 was, for many years, much lower than previous accounts have suggested. The origins of the British reliance on American wheat are also explored, and evidence is presented that transatlantic commodity market integration began prior to the “first era of globalization” at the end of the nineteenth century. Finally, an intriguing paradox concerning the role of wheat prices as a determinant of English marriage rates is examined. 

