Corn Riots in Wales
Corn Riots were a feature of the late eighteenth century. Shortages of food had been a feature of many centuries but by the end of the eighteenth century they were often associated with the French Revolution. Corn riots were common in Wales throughout the eighteenth century. In 1740 Pembrokeshire colliers rioted because of the export of local corn to Bristol. In the 1750s 7 men died as a result of attempts to raid storehouses in Caernarfon and Carmarthen. There were few riots until 1789 when the number of outbreaks became a worrying feature for the government.

The reasons for Corn riots were threefold

· Low standard of living of the working classes and their dependence upon bread as the staple diet.

· The rapid rise in the price of corn.

· The unsatisfactory nature of the corn trade.

By the end of the eighteenth century the rising cost of living tended to outpace the increase in wages. According to Arthur Young (Annals of Agriculture, 1795 pp 327-48) the prices of provisions and wages were below average. In south Cardiganshire wheaten bread was not eaten, even by the substantial farmers, whose bread corn was barley or oats. The lack of demand for wheat meant that its price had not risen. Though generally speaking, the crops of barley and oats were not as good as usual, the dry, sunny summer of 1794 had produced high yields in the uplands, where grains flourished under such conditions. Good stocks of grain were therefore reported at Cardigan and Newcastle Emlyn. The poor for example, were not as numerous in south Cardiganshire as in other parts of the country but the failure of the potato crop, a very important element in the diet of the poor, looked like bringing further distress. Those who were not in full-time work were mostly maintained by the landlords, partly by advances of wages and partly by gifts.
The harvest of 1794 on the whole seems to have been below average and that of 1795 generally worse. But this was not true of all crops for although the quantity of wheat fell that of barley remained stable and in many areas the produce of oats and peas increased. While there is uncertainty about the causes of price rises, the effects of the poor harvests were already being felt. In Cardiganshire corn prices had began to rise.

In 1795 Thomas Johnes of Hafod, Cardiganshire wrote of the severe frost of the winter and the lateness of the spring had damaged many crops, turnips in particular but the prospects for the corn harvests was good. In hilly parts there had been heavy losses of lambs and sheep; Johns estimated that nearly one thousand of his had died. During the harsh weather the stocks of hay had become depleted, forcing up the price, and oats, potatoes and chopped straw had been fed to livestock. The cost of provision s of all kinds had also increased, the only exception being that of coal in Llansanffraid, less than ten miles from the coalfield, where the price was roughly half that paid by Johnes for Lancashire coal. It is not surprising that the main fuel in north Cardiganshire was peat.
In December 1799 further reports from Johnes stated that the corn harvest of oats, barley and rye had been good, but that potatoes and turnips had been poor. He described how relief had been given to the poor but that around Hafod the lead mines offered an alternative source of employment. In south Cardiganshire a report sent by Thomas Griffith, in March 1800, makes it clear that the lack of alternative employment had distressed those already poor and also contributed towards the large numbers unemployed. Corn was in short supply, stocks were not expected to last beyond the month of May, and little remained of the potato harvest. An association of landowners and the more prosperous farmers had therefore been set up and was looking into ways of preventing famine. Members of parliament had been petitioned to stop all malting, farmers were urged to bring corn to market regularly and to sell it in small quantities, and £2,000 had been collected so that barley and potatoes could be imported.
In the same year a number of other investigations were being carried out with roughly the same aim as the Home Office enquiry. The Lords’ Committee investigating the dearth of provisions received reports from four Welsh counties. (‘Second report of the Lords’ Committee on the dearth of provisions’, Parliamentary papers, 2, 1800-1, pp25-76). In Pembrokeshire the harvest had been poor with stocks of wheat low, but there was plenty of barley, although the harvest in that crop was said to have yielded only half the average.

The Board of Trade Corn returns of 1800 stated that in coastal Carmarthenshire there was no grain in stock at the harvest although there had been an average wheat crop. All other crops, except hay were poor. In Pembrokeshire there were three corn returns. The first refers to the peninsular hundred of Castellmrtin to the south of Milford haven, the second covers the hundred of Rhos to the north of Milford and including Haverfordwest and the third combined the hundred of Dewsland and Dungleddy and area south of the Preseli Mountains. In Castlemartin, as in all other areas of Pembrokeshire, stocks were low, but generally the harvest had not been too bad. Peas and hay were plentiful, oats were average and the wheat and barley crops were not much below average, Only the potato harvest failed completely. The hundred of Rhos was much the same, with grain yield very little below average, and potatoes the only failure. In Desland and Dungleddy the picture was very different. There were no stocks of barley with oats and wheat poor. There was also a poor potato harvest and therefore 1800 must have been a particularly hard one for the largely rural population of north Pembrokeshire.
In Arthur Young’s surveys, 1804-08 (Annals of Agriculture,43 1805, 1806, 1808) it was noted that there had been a widespread mildew of the wheat crop in 1804 with Johnes stating that the wheat harvest was only two-fifths of the average, and this was repeated in north Pembs. However Johnes noted that the harvest of oats, barley and potatoes, the principal foodstuffs over much of Wales, was good.
Methods of farming varied from area to area. Near the town of Cardigan Walter Davies reported three-year rotations in which wheat followed by barley and oats, and then pasture re-established by sowing clover or grass seed. In the valley of the Teifi turnips appeared in one rotation but generally the three-grain course was preferred. Occasionally peas were introduced into these systems. For Carmarthenshire six rotations were reported with oats and barley as the major crops. A typical rotation was:

	First Year
	
	Wheat

	Second Year
	
	Barley

	Third Year
	
	Oats

	Fourth Year
	
	Barley

	Fifth Year
	
	Oats

	Sixth Year
	
	Oats


Sometimes clover or peas replaced one of the grain crops. In Cardiganshire oats and barley were cropped continuously.

In 1795 Wales was overwhelmed by disturbances which lasted for over a year. In the first four months of that year disturbances broke out in many parts with lead miners at Aberystwyth entering the town at night, breaking open storehouses and taking away the corn. Corn riots also broke out at Narberth with troops being rushed to the town as well as Carmarthen to assist magistrates to restore order. There was also trouble over the use of the new standard corn measure, called the Winchester. The small farmers of the area preferred their own local measure and resisted the introduction of the new. At Fishguard they refused to accept the new weight and rioting broke out as well as in Carmarthen. At Carmarthen a large crowd led by small tenant farmers from the Parish of St peter dragged the brass Winchester measure from the market place to the Dark gate, where it was destroyed. (Cambrian Register 1795, p.259. Great Sessions Records, Carmarthen 1795 and 1796).
During the summer there were food riots in the industrial areas of Pembrokeshire where colliers supplied themselves with corn at reduced prices. At Haverfordwest on 18th August a large crowd of colliers, women and children from Hook marched down the High Street shouting ‘One and All – One and All’. They had decided to seize all the corn in the town on the following market day but they first went to the quay to unload a ship of its cargo of butter. On the way to the quay their way was blocked first by notables of the town, and secondly by fifty men of the Carmarthenshire Militia. Urged on by the women they forced their way through the first line but were stopped by the second. The Riot Act was then read and the militia were then ordered to load with ball. The colliers turned and ran out of the town. Some of them were caught, and on the following day the Fishguard Fencibles were called in as the militia left the town. Five days later it was reported that the colliers ‘are most heartily frightened, and declare that they will never stir again; let Butter or Corn be ever so dear’. Nevertheless provision riots continued to break out in Pembrokeshire until the following spring, Pembroke, Fishguard, and St Davids being the areas most affected. (Cambrian Register1795, p.260).
When the winter of 1800 came the south-west was again the scene of riots. In the area around Haverfordwest there was great agitation and there were a number of militia in the area. One of the main reasons for the discontent was the scarcity and high price of barley, the people’s staple diet. To relieve their suffering, corn was brought and sold to them at half-price, but his action alarmed the merchants and they stopped importing corn. In their distress the poor turned to burning the property of some farmers, and threatening letters were sent to Lord Kensington and others. Late in 1800 riots broke out in the county, and the Carmarthen Militia were ordered to be ready to assist the civil power. A county meeting was arranged to discuss the best way to deal with the crisis 

( NLW Pembroke County Records, Court Orders 1800-01). The meeting did not lead to the end of the disturbances in Pembrokeshire for a riot broke out at Newport on 30th January 1801. A hundred people collected near the market-place in an effort to persuade the town authorities to lower the price of corn. Frustrated by the lack of response they were led by the mayor John Ladd to Llwyn-gwair where the Bowen family lived, two of whom were justices. When they arrived the magistrates were away and one of their relatives told them to go home which they did. But John Ladd arranged for them all to meet again in the town the following day as it was a market day. They were also told to bring money with them as would be supplied with barley and oats out of the storehouses at relatively low prices. The plan was never carried out. John Ladd was arrested, refused bail, and kept in jail for the three following market days, preventing any intended riots. (NLW, Pembroke County Records, Court Orders 1800-01). Throughout the spring of 1801 the price of corn increased. At Carmarthen, where wheat was 20s per Winchester bushel, and barley 11s to 14s, soldiers were called out to stop colliers causing a riot. (W.Spurrell, Carmarthen and its Neighbourhood, 1879 p.133).

At the turn of the century there were signs of considerable feeling against the ruling classes. Throughout 1800 Pembrokeshire magistrates and others received anonymous letters threatening to destroy their property. A report from Haverfordwest in the spring of 1800 said that ‘the people are upon the Eve of rising in Mass’ and were waiting for the landing of French troops. (HO 42/50. According to Lord Milford great efforts had been made to find the persons writing the letters but they had failed)

The hatred of rioters was reserved for farmers, corn-dealers and to a lesser extent, shopkeepers. The angry crowd believed that they were enforcing the old laws against engrossers and regraters. Farmers who stocked large amounts of corn were terrorized. Corn-dealers’ warehouses were ransacked; or they were threatened like George Look of St Florence, Pembs., in December 1800.
All the riots of the years from 1793-1801 were, however, essentially hunger disturbances, the rioters maintaining that they were forced into violent action only through desperation: ‘I dare say if this disproportion (of prices) had any wise occurred upon our Lordship Fortune or impaired your incomes you would not have remained so long in Silence, but the poor people has to suffer, who never speaks till his last morsel be taken from him (proposals of the Swansea Copper  workers) This sentiment was also echoed in John Ladd’s address at Newport – the people desire peace but their families are in need of food and their children groaning with hunger.(NLW 1800-01)

This claim that intolerable conditions forced people into violent acts is supported by a study of the timing of the disturbances. They broke out in those periods when the price of corn pushed the standards of living of the labouring poor to the level of subsistence and below. They happened when this group were still suffering the hardships of winter and suffering from the effects of poor harvests from the previous year.
Disturbances caused by food shortages or price rises often received considerable sympathy. In 1795 it was reported that some of the Fishguard Fencibles actually helped a rioting crowd unload butter from a ship in Fishguard harbour. Fortunately for the local authorities, much of the rioting was notable for its discipline and good order. Most of the violence was ‘limited’ in character and food was never stolen but sold at reduced prices. Sometimes this action was successful and the poorer classes obtained the corn which they so desperately needed. In Cardiganshire and Pembrokeshire the county authorities were forced by the threat of violence to interfere on the side of the consumer. In both counties it was agreed to put some restraint on the movement of corn out of the area. In the wider British context the disturbances were a factor behind the prohibition on the export of grain in 1795-97 and 1800, and behind the suspension of import duties for some or all protected grains, 1795-97.
Were all the rioters farm labourers? It would be convenient to think so, but the social make-up of the crowd was more complicated.

The Social composition of the rioters (Persons suspected, indicted and convicted of disturbances)
	Sex
	
	Occupation
	

	Male
	89
	Labourer(mainly industrial)
	31

	Female
	14
	Copperman
	19

	
	
	Yeoman
	15

	
	
	Weaver
	6

	
	
	Collier
	3

	
	
	Miner
	2

	
	
	Carpenter
	2

	
	
	Slater
	1

	
	
	Joiner
	1

	
	
	Turner
	1

	
	
	Blacksmith
	1

	
	
	Currier
	1

	
	
	Skinner
	1

	
	
	Tailor
	1

	
	
	Woollen-draper
	1

	
	
	Innholder
	1

	
	
	Farmer
	1

	
	
	Mayor
	1


Compiled from the Gaol Files in the Great Sessions Records 1793-1801(NLW)

It appears that the corn riots in Wales seem to have been a movement of industrial wage-earners, village craftsmen and small rural property-owners, while the farm labourers and the middle classes of the town and country seem not to have participated in the disturbances to the same extent. Farm labourers were of course severely affected by the scarcity and high price of corn in 1796 and 1800, and this led to discontent and some rioting in Pembrokeshire. In general the rural labourers tended to be protected against the violent fluctuations in their economic position. Some of them were partly in kind and others received barley from their employers in the years of scarcity at far less than the market price. Sometimes they received help from their landlords by an advance in wages and by charity. All this together with the scattered nature of rural labourers and their close links with, and dependence on, their employers, tended to make them less likely to riot than the industrial workers.
The small farmers on the other hand participated because they were unable to participate fully in the economic opportunities of the period, and were vulnerable to sudden changes in the market during periods of scarcity or high corn prices. In opposition to the small farmers and others who rioted were the larger farmers and the middle class; however the intervention of the middle class at Haverfordwest failed largely because of the women in the crowd. The regular appearance of women serves as a reminder that however complex dangerous and important were the corn riots of 1793-1801 they were still basically about matters which affected the daily lives of the people involved in them
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