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Introduction

The historiography of economic relationships between Britain and the ‘Southern Cone’ (SC) during the first half of the nineteenth century largely ignores trade.  Yet, neither British direct investment nor portfolio investment was important during this period, when the main gains arose from trade (textiles in particular), and directly associated invisible earnings. 

The Spanish American colonies have been regarded in the literature as passive receptors of British manufactures, while struggling to produce raw materials for exchange.  The few studies of post-liberation Anglo-South American trade are concerned mainly with British imports of raw materials.  British exports have long been taken for granted to the extent that there are no specific considerations of textile exports to Latin America.  All in all, the historiography, which lacks robust trade data, is encapsulated in Platt’s questionable assertion that ‘Latin America could sell nothing to Europe, so that it could buy nothing in return’
.  This has led to mistaken conceptions of both the growth of British exports and of how return remittances were made.  These are the two issues considered in this paper.

The growth of British exports.

Little attention has been given to the expansion of Britain’s exports to the ‘Southern Cone’.  While lacking robust data, the received view is that an export boom following liberation glutted the market, to be followed by stagnation that persisted until the mid-century or, in the majority of the literature, to the century’s last quarter.  It has also been accepted that the ‘Southern Cone’s’ small, low-income and scattered rural populations had little to offer in exchange for textiles, while high internal transport costs and lack of investment made this former backwater of the Spanish Empire nothing else but a marginal market.  
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An examination of the data for British exports to the ‘Southern Cone’ reveals a very different situation.  First, in value terms (‘declared values’), they expanded in common with British exports to elsewhere in the world (charts 1.1 and 1.2).  And, second, their quantities rose continuously over the period 1820-50, and at very high growth rates (see tables below).  All in all, the ‘Southern Cone’ was by no means a marginal market; in particular, it took up to 6 per cent of the total value of cottons and woollen manufactures exported by Britain.  Per capita import trade data in volumes terms are more robust, and during the 1840s the ‘Southern Cone’ was importing seven times more yards of cottons and linens than during the late 1810s, and nearly four times more wool manufactures.  When compared with the 1840s, there was not a significant change in the average quantity of British textiles consumed in the ‘Southern Cone’ during the ensuing three decades.  Chart 2 below speaks for itself.  Indeed, there was not the sudden and substantial transformation in trade relationships c. 1860 put forward in the historiography, but rather a continuous and expanding engagement from the 1820s.  
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Table 1.1




Table 1.2


Million of textiles yards exported 
       
        SC per capita imports from 
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This, in turn, raises question about how the ‘Southern Cone’ paid for growing imports from Britain, particularly as this issue had been largely oversimplified in the historiography.

Return remittances.

The possible means for local British merchants to remit export proceeds were: bullion and specie; bills of exchange; and local produce.  What was the relative importance of each of these?  This question is difficult if not impossible to answer.  A considered response should be based on evidence for the totality of British import/export houses’ operations in both Argentina and Chile, but few of their archives have survived.  In this section, some new light is thrown on the question, enabled by fresh evidence drawn from diverse sources.

Remittances from Argentina.

Vera Reber has argued (as have most historians) that ‘bills of exchange were the most common means of making payments’ from Argentina,
 while Jonathan Brown has maintained that foreign traders had to take payment mainly in local products because of the depreciating paper peso.
  Neither conclusion gives importance to bullion and specie, while both are based on limited quantitative evidence.  Indeed, they may reflect the established view that British merchants were not in a position to remit bullion or specie from the 1820s as a consequence of Argentina being severed from her former supply of silver in Upper Peru
.
Fortunately, it is possible to obtain robust data for remittances within the papers of Hodgson & Robinson, a British house that successfully operated in Buenos Aires for most of our period of study.  A summary is presented in table 2.  The findings are striking.  Before the Brazilian blockade (1826-8), this firm’s main means of conveying remittances was local produce, while bullion and specie also played an important role. Although local produce is acknowledged in the literature as a way of remitting to Britain, its importance has been underrated.

Table 2
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Soon after independence, hides from the River Plate found a ready market in Britain in sufficient volumes to pay for most British textile imports.  In the words of a British consul, ‘Buenos Ayres possesses in her hides, a vast and increasing means of returns for all the commodities the population of these provinces are likely to want from Europe’.
  Indeed, as displayed in chart 3, the area was the main supplier of untanned hides to Britain before 1850.  Furthermore, Argentine produce was sent to other markets in exchange for British textiles, transactions that the bilateral trade data cannot reveal.  For instance, Hodgson & Robinson sent a great deal of hides to Antwerp, Genoa, Spain and USA, and the returns obtained were remitted to Manchester.
  Likewise, Argentine jerked beef was extensively shipped to Havana, another triangular trade involving British textiles.
 

Chart 3
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The data for bullion and specie in table 2 are supported by other robust evidence.  During the period 1822-6, on average £300k in gold and silver was exported annually from Buenos Aires.
  Furthermore, Fielding & Co. and Joseph Lyne (both British merchants in Rio) regularly requested Hugh Dallas & Co., a British merchant house in Buenos Aires, to obtain specie locally for effecting remittances to Britain.
  For its part, Hugh Dallas & Co. undertook substantial own remittances in dollars either directly to Britain,
 or, through its partner house, via Rio to Britain.
 

Upper Peru was not the only source of bullion and specie for Argentina.  A significant trade surplus with Chile provided a great deal of silver, as was reported by an American special commissioner in 1818.
  d’Orbigny has subsequently estimated that 28 per cent of Buenos Aires’s total exports in 1824 consisted of specie and bullion obtained from the interior,
 and most had Britain as their final destination.
  This is supported by the observations of an Englishman in the mid 1820s.
  Furthermore, bullion and specie became particularly important during the four international blockades of Buenos Aires (1826-8; 1838-40; 1845-8; and 1851), as they were the only possible means of making remittances.
 

It was also repeatedly observed by contemporaries during the 1840s that ‘considerable exports of gold and silver’ were made from Buenos Aires
.  During the decade’s early years, for instance, the American House of Zimmerman & Co. (which also dealt in British textiles) sent to Huth & Co., London, in a single operation £1k in ‘Patriot Doubloons’.
  Contrary to the historiography, Dickson & Co.’s agent at Buenos Aires reported in the mid-1840s that many British houses were receiving payments from local wholesalers in doubloons, which were then used for remittances to Britain.
  Likewise, The British Packet reported in 1844 that there was ‘large supply of specie constantly received from abroad’ in Buenos Aires.

Chile was not the sole further source of bullion and specie re-exported from Buenos Aires.  In 1833, Consul Griffiths noted a ‘considerable quantity of bullion [had] been introduced from North America to purchase produce here’.
  All in all, this evidence strongly suggests that bullion and specie cannot be disregarded when analysing the alternatives that British merchants had for sending remittances home.  

Finally, all the evidence suggests that although bills of exchange became more important from the 1830s,
 they were frequently unavailable during the 1840s and subsequent decades.  For instance, Dickson & Co.’s Buenos Aires’s agent very often commented that ‘exchange is very scarce & I cannot get any to remit’.

Chile’s remittances

While the role of bills of exchanges in remittances from Argentina has been overrated in the historiography, too much attention in the Chilean case has been paid to bullion and specie to the detriment of local produce.  For instance, John Mayo has considered that the first stages of Anglo-Chilean commercial intercourse were ‘a relatively simple exchange of Chilean silver for British manufactures’.
  Likewise, the role of bills of exchange has been overemphasised, though they had little importance in Anglo-Chilean trade. In the words of Huth & Co. to a new British exporter of wool manufactures: ‘We observe … that you wish to receive the returns in bills of exchange, probably thinking the practice to be the same as in the Brazil trade; but in Peru & Chile safe bills are seldom or never to be met with, and all returns by our houses are exclusively made in hard dollars’.
 Huth’s Valparaiso branch was still explaining 15 years later that good bills were seldom offered in the Chilean market, on this occasion to Rothschild & Sons.

The reason why bullion and specie had primacy is clear - Chile was an important producer of silver so that Rothschild’s local agent remarked ‘with so much bullion in the market Bills on London found but few purchasers.’
  If this was the situation in the main Chilean commercial centers, the difficulties of obtaining bills in the provinces can be appreciated.  Not surprisingly, the British consul at Concepcion, reported in the early 1830s that ‘bills on London are scarcely negotiable, but as a matter of favor’
.
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Although gold and silver were preferred to bills, this does not mean that local produce was unimportant for making remittances during the first half of the century.  They are substantially ignored in the historiography, possibly due to contributions lacking a clear understanding of British import statistics.  The problem arises from the employment of the ‘official value’ series.  This was calculated until 1853 with 1690s prices and, consequently, is very misleading (see chart 4.1).  Indeed, during the early 1850s the most important Chilean exports - copper ores and copper regulus - were being registered at one-tenth and one-twentieth their market prices, respectively.  Either a series with current market prices or a volume series should be used instead (see chart 4.2).

There is another serious anomaly.  By 1852, one of the main products imported by Britain from Chile - silver ore - was not being registered by the Customs.  One indication of what is omitted in British trade statistics is that over £0.5m. of silver ore was imported from Chile during just 1855. 

Table 3

Source: Own elaboration from BPP.

Last but not least, to Platt’s verdict that ‘Latin America could sell nothing to Europe’ should be added ‘not at the import duties charged in Britain’ before the early 1840s.  Table 3 well illustrates this point.  Furthermore, both high import duties and the need to see the movement of goods as more than bilateral trade flows require a re-assessment of the importance of triangular trades.  In the words of John Miers, a British mining engineer visiting the area during the early 1820s, ‘nearly all the copper raised in the country [Chile] was exported in its crude state to the East Indies, its islands, and China’
 (as well as to the USA),
 in exchange for British manufactures.  Even British textiles received at Buenos Aires were exchanged for Chilean copper sent to India,
 or for Chilean wheat that, in turn, was exchanged for Argentine hides to be shipped back to Britain.
  These multilateral operations explain the low volumes of Chilean exports of copper to Britain by the mid-1830s (chart 4.2).

Concluding remarks

This paper shows for the very first time that British textile exports to the Southern Cone continued to expand during the first half of the nineteenth century, and that the ‘Southern Cone’ was an important market for British textiles.  Their significance requires, in turn, a reassessment of the magnitude of return remittances and how they were made.  British merchants in the ‘Southern Cone’ had more alternatives than has been usually thought.  In the Argentine case, bullion and specie were important, while local produce was always significant.  For Chile, local produce gained an importance at an earlier date than has previously been thought.  Finally, by only analysing bilateral trade figures, the importance of triangular trades is missed, and they cannot be disregarded. 
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