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Foreign trade statistics are among the most prominent sources in macroeconomic history. Much has been written about their quality, especially on bilateral trade flows in the early 20th century. While Morgenstern (21963) and others dismissed the quality of these data, Federico and Tena (1991) re-examined it gave a positive verdict for aggregate figures. In a study on the geographical distribution of international trade in textiles in 1913, Carreras Marín (2005) found that even data for bilateral flows were fairly reliable if individual country pairs are weighted by their shares in total trade.

The present paper investigates the quality of a large, internationally comparative set of foreign trade data for the period 1857 to 1875 and presents the dataset itself. The dataset is constructed using information at the commodity-level and contains import and export values for the UK, France, the Zollverein, the Netherlands, Belgium, Austria-Hungary and the United States, itemised by trade partner. We aim to solve three basic problems of heterogeneity in national statistics of the period: different definitions of aggregates, inadequate “official” pricing, and the misleading practice of crediting imports to bordering countries from where they physically entered, but where they did not originate. The data are comprehensively analysed by statistical tests on the consistency of importers’ and exporters’ records on the same trade flow. A major innovation of the dataset is the systematic transit correction that reassigns countries of origin using immediate partners’ transit statistics thus treating especially the ‘border bias’ inherent in historical trade statistics. 

The result of the reconstruction are bilateral trade values for 42 country-pairs, 10 points in time and 21 commodity groups, along with ad valorem tariff rates for all commodity groups and countries. They offer new detailed insights into the composition and evolution of trade and tariffs before 1870.
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