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ABSTRACT
“UNPRINCIPLED MEN WHO ARE ONE DAY BRITISH SUBJECTS
AND THE NEXT CITIZENS OF THE UNITED STATES”:

THE NOVA SCOTIAN MERCHANT COMMUNITY
AND COLONIAL IDENTITY FORMATION, C. 1780-1820

by

Patricia L. Rogers

My dissertation concentrates on the merchant community
in Nova Scotia, from roughly 1780 to 1820, in order to
examine issues of communal identity formation in colonial
cultures as well as the ultimate cohesion of the Anglo-
American Atlantic world which had fostered those cultures.
Nova Scotia serves as a model for understanding the ways in
which the colonists of the new world created hybrid cultures,
and later nations, based upon the interaction between
European institutions and ideologies coupled with American
environments, conditions and experiences.

Although scholars have frequently assumed that merchants
do not form communities, my research on the merchants of Nova
Scotia suggests otherwise. Although commerce depends on
competition, it also requires cooperation from merchants in
regards to various resources (such as news, credit and
expertise).

The Loyalists analyzed in my dissertation quickly re-
established and then maintained social, familial and
commercial affiliations with their former homeland. These
activities and ties served to re-secure the new United States

firmly within the British Atlantic world as well as to foster



a shared Anglo-American culture. Similarly, many of the
commercial networks established prior to 1776, proved to be
remarkably resilient in the face of attempted imperial
disruptions, such as new trade boundaries.

Through Nova Scotia, I am able to explore issues
concerning the role and authority of the “center(s)” within
European empires. In the post-Revolutionary era, Great
Britain and the United States competed for the attention and
loyalties of Nova Scotia, demonstrating the viability and
reality of competing centers within a single imperial realm.

Finally, Nova Scotia has frequently been portrayed as a
marginal colony and/or commercial outpost caught between two
stronger and frequently domineering polities. My research
illustrates the ways in which the merchant community
advantageously manipulated the rivalries and tensions between
Great Britain and the United States, along with their
resources, to benefit the economic situation of the merchant
community and the colony itself.

Through its exploitation of the American colonies,
Europe garnered the fiscal resources necessary to expand
increasingly outward. In later years, the imperial powers
carried this Atlantic model of commerce and empire across the
globe - a process which in many respects came to be one of

the defining characteristics of modern history.
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Introduction: Imperial Settings

A naval empire has always given the peoples
who have possessed it a natural pride, because,
feeling themselves able to insult others
everywhere, they believe that their power is as
boundless as the ocean...This is the people who
have best known how to take advantage of these
three great things at the same time: religion,
commerce, and liberty.!

If he is asked, any Englishman will say of

himself and his fellow citizens that it is they who

rule the East Indies and the oceans of the world,

who dominate world trade, who have a parliament and

trial by jury, etc. It is deeds such as these

which give the nation its sense of self-esteem.2
Baron de Montesquieu and G. W. F. Hegel wrote on opposite
ends of the American Revolution. Both authors capture the
traits which increasingly came to be seen as constituting
“Britishness” in the same centuries as Britain moved towards
nationhood. Great Britain envisioned itself, and its empire,
as Protestant, commercial, maritime and free. At the same
time that these qualities were successfully transferred to
the colonies they were also contested both there and at home.

According to David Armitage, the origins, transference and

challenging of these four ideals (Protestantism, commerce,

1Charles Secondat, Baron De Montesquieu, The Spirit of
the Laws (1748), pp. 156-165, 328-329; quoted in David
Armitage, The Ideological Origins of the British Empire
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), p. 195.

2G. W. F. Hegel, Lectures on the Philosophy of World
History: Introduction, pp. 101-103; quoted in Armitage, p.
196.



maritime prowess and freedom) demonstrate that they were an
ideology before becoming an identity. And, because this was
so, Britons could still romantically envision an empire of
liberty inhabited by Protestant kith and kin, long after it

had become a multiethnic, multiracial, and

3

multidenominational affair. Both in British public

imagination and in reality, the first British empire, long
outlived its supposed demise at the time of the American
Revolution. My dissertation looks at the ways in which
elements of this ideal eventually worked their way into the
cultural identities of Great Britain and its North American
colonies.

During the eighteenth century, for those Britons who

pondered the subject, the Atlantic colonies made up the heart

of their empire.4 Increasingly, over that same century,

3Armitage, pp. 194-198.

4Recent scholarship has focused on and questioned the
British public’s awareness of empire during the eighteenth
century. Edward Said has asserted that, while rarely
acknowledged, empire figured prominently in English
literature by the early part of the nineteenth century. 1In
her review of Said’s book, Linda Colley countered that the
surprise was not that empire appeared in the works of authors
such as Jane Austen, but rather that there seemed to be so
few mentions of empire generally in the eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries. Kathleen Wilson'’s seminal work
addresses this issue, surveying various events involving
imperialism which demonstrate British interest in empire in
the crucial years from 1715 to 1785. Conversely, Jacob Price
in examining British attitudes towards empire on the eve of
the American Revolution determined that imperial interest was
largely limited to those individuals directly engaged in the
Atlantic empire, as for example through trade. Most



policy-makers had come to view both the empire and commerce
as the foundations of Great Britain’s international power and
status. Taken in this light, the American Revolution
appeared not only as an imperial, but also a national,
crisis. At various times, contemporaries and historians
alike have viewed the Revolution as a crossroads, at which
the empire broke asunder. Conversely, one of the over-
arching arguments here is that the Revolution ushered in and
acknowledged the reality of an Anglo-American Atlantic world
which had been developing over the preceding decades and had
come into its own by the mid- to late-eighteenth century.
Such an emphasis portrays the reality of America’s dawning
power within an older British Atlantic world; a power which
would complicate the definition of “centers” - imperial,
commercial and cultural - in the region during the coming

decades. While neither novel or startling, this realization

recently, P. J. Marshall has taken up the issue by looking at
British charitable campaigns directed towards America; the
first in the era leading up to the Seven Years’ War, and the
second in the aftermath of that war. See, Edward W. Said,
Culture and Imperialism (New York: Alfred A. Knopf Inc.,
1993); Linda Colley, “The Imperial Embrace,” Yale Review 81
(October 1993); Kathleen Wilson, The Sense of the People:
Politics, Culture and Imperialism in England, 1715-1785
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998); Jacob Price,
*Who Cared about the Colonies? The Impact of the Thirteen
Colonies on British Society and Politics, circa 1714-1775,”
in Strangers within the Realm: Cultural Margins of the First
British Empire, ed. Bernard Bailyn and Philip D. Morgan
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1991); and
P. J. Marshall, *“Who Cared about the Thirteen Colonies? Some
Evidence from Philanthropy,” Journal of Imperial and
Commonwealth History (May 1999).



often goes overlooked in the Revolutionary literature.’> At

the same time, it seems pertinent to bring this
conceptualization to the fore in light of the current
scholarly interest in Euro-Atlantic studies with its emphasis
on transnational histories. For an emphasis on an Anglo-
American world within the larger Euro-Atlantic portrays the
reality of spheres existing within spheres, or networks and
interests within larger imperial realms.

An older historiography accepted the American Revolution
as the logical division between the first and second British
empires. Vincent Harlow successfully challenged this event-

laden formulation, although his own substituted timeframe has

subsequently been called into question by historians.®

Following recent literature, my dissertation sees the decades

after the Revolution as a transitional phase in Britain’s

50lder classics such as A.L. Burt'’s work took for
granted the economic need for the United States to remain
within the “charmed circle of the British commercial system.*
However, Burt and others, tended to shy away from the
realization or only reluctantly admitted that (in the
Atlantic) this need was reciprocal. A.L. Burt, The United
States, Great Britain and British North America from the
Revolution to the Establishment of Peace after the War of
1812 (New York: Russell & Russell, 1961); also see Charles R.
Ritcheson, Aftermath of Revolution: British Policy Toward the
United States, 1783-1795 (Dallas: Southern Methodist
University Press, 1969).

6Vincent T. Harlow, The Founding of the Second British
Empire, 1763-1793, 2 vols. (London: Longmans, 1952 and 1964);
and, “The New Imperial System, 1783-1815," in The Cambridge
History of the British Empire, 1783-1870, vol. 2, The Growth
of the New Empire (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1940).



empire. It remains debatable as to whether a new empire
emerged out of this stage or rather the old empire modernized
to adapt to changing realities. Within this framework of
shifting paradigms, my research illuminates social, familial,
cultural and commercial factors which provided linkages
throughout the era and across imperial boundaries. This
dissertation examines the discord and ensuing reshuffling
within the Anglo-American imperial nexus occasioned by the
American Revolution and its aftermath in order to test a
number of theses.

I focus on two groups which may be loosely defined as
interest groups, the Loyalists and the Anglo-American
merchant community. The Loyalists most clearly demonstrate
the ultimate coherence within British North America. Even
after their removal to Nova Scotia, the Loyalists retained
familial, social and cultural ties to their original
homeland, now situated in a new nation. All the while, the
Loyalists symbolized an imperial setback. For the purposes
of my dissertation, the Loyalists were ideally situated
variously within, between and outside the competing polities.
Through their connections, (re)actions and ideologies, the
Loyalists portrayed the spectrum of an Anglo-American
Atlantic culture and world. The multifaceted merchant
community, on the other hand, represents one of the empire’s
supreme success stories. Through the merchant community, I

am able to explore a number of issues pertinent to this



dissertation. Unlike much of the literature which portrays
merchants as a nebulous group brought together only by trade
and self-interest, I argue that these men - and those
surveyed here are men - constituted an identifiable
community, regulated by established and accepted customs,
traditions, practices and rules.

Not surprisingly, the merchant community opens a window
onto commerce, which constituted a primary rationale for
empire. Commercialism, along with Protestantism and liberty,
formed the distinctive qualities which Britons attributed to
themselves during the eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries. Moreover, commerce integrated the empire, through
which imperialism became a distinctly British trait as well.
Within this context, commerce served to incorporate the
western Atlantic colonies into the empire and the national
imagination. The North American colonies quickly became
first England’s and later Britain'’s commercial outposts.
Thus, an analysis of commerce and, in turn, commercial
identity tells us much about the development of both the

7

metropole and its colonies. Similarly the demands of

"Metropolis refers to the chief or capital city of a
country, state, or region; or, a city regarded as a center of
a specified activity, for example, a great business. See,
Merriam Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, 10th ed.
(Springfield: Merriam-Webster Inc., 1999). In imperial
literature, the term metropole refers to the center of the
empire. While, in the context of the British empire,
metropole could refer specifically to London, it also
frequently refers to Great Britain itself.



Atlantic commerce prompted the development of the empire
which individual merchants and the larger merchant community
helped to expand, develop and integrate through their day-to-
day activities during the eighteenth century. Finally,
similar to the Loyalists, the merchant community represents
an interest group operating in the Atlantic in an era of
shifting boundaries, imperial and national. By the very
nature of their activities, merchants traversed - and at
times, transgressed - the new imperial/national boundaries.
Their movements reveal much about how contemporaries viewed
these constructed barriers. And, like the Loyalists, the
merchant community demonstrates the ways in which interest
groups responded to the imposition of new divisions within
their traditional realm.

Through a focus on Nova Scotia, I am able to analyze the
relationships between the metropole and its colonies as well
as those between the individual colonies themselves. Nova
Scotia traditionally has been portrayed as a marginal
province, colonized by the two stronger powers, 0ld England
and New England. Here, I argue that, at crucial moments in
time, factions within Nova Scotia understood how to utilize

the resources of, and contests between, these two polities to

gain leverage and serve the province’s own needs.®

8In a recent article, Elizabeth Mancke has demonstrated
the ways in which both British North America and the British
empire itself can be re-interpreted by placing the colonies
on the margins at the “center” and, thus, de-centering the



Unlike England’s original settlement colonies, Nova
Scotia exemplifies the maritime-imperial military complex
which developed over the sixteenth, seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries. In a number of respects, this imperial
development set Nova Scotia apart from the original American
colonies, on occasion creating tensions and distrust. An
emphasis on Nova Scotia’s interaction with the other British
North American colonies, particularly New England,
illuminates the variety of relationships possible within the
traditional rubric of the imperial-colonial bond. As recent
British historiography has shown, within the metropole port
cities grew up to successfully compete with London for a
portion of the colonial trade. Admittedly ports such as
Bristol, Liverpool and Glasgow (to name an illustrative few)
never usurped London’s clear predominance as the center of

the empire, nonetheless, they served to diffuse commercial

9

and cultural influence. Simultaneously, the rise of regional

centers in North America dispersed this power even further.
At a moment when the issue had become near and dear to

imperial official minds, these competing centers seemed to

original thirteen colonies. Elizabeth Mancke, “Another
British America: A Canadian Model for the Early Modern
British Empire,” Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History
25 (January 1997).

9See H.V. Bowen, Elites, Enterprise and the Making of
the British Overseas Empire 1688-1775 (London: Macmillan
Press Ltd., 1996).



frustrate British efforts to synthesize their empire. This
leads to a discussion of what comprises a colony’s “center”.
Within the customary imperial-colonial rhetoric, the center
denoted the metropole itself in terms of power and control.
While London undoubtedly maintained imperial and military
command of Nova Scotia, regions in North America successfully
competed to serve as rival centers of commerce and culture.

Finally, through the lens of the American Revolution, I
explore issues of identity formation, both colonial (Nova
Scotia) and individual. The rupture brought on by this
crisis forced colonists to make political and personal
choices. In the process, it also caused many of these
individuals to question and define their imperial, national
and/or cultural identity, often for the first time. By
viewing colonial identity formation through Nova Scotia, I
conceptualize my dissertation within the framework of
Atlantic studies. The colonizing experiments in the Euro-
Atlantic empires created common experiences among the
settlers which were not shared with their fellow nationals at
home.

The Atlantic empire proved to be Great Britain’s first
imperial success story and its first imperial “failure”.
Yet, in the interim, the metropole learned valuable lessons
which it carried forth into an increasingly global empire.
In an imperial and commercial sense, the Euro-Atlantic system

provided a paradigm for the outward expansion of these



powers. Moreover, the wealth and resources garnered in the
Americas helped to sustain worldwide imperialism. A focus on
the Euro-Atlantic realm, therefore, sheds light on current
trends in world history. Ultimately, my research proves to
be transatlantic rather than transnational, for the merchants

surveyed here operated within and sustained an Anglo-American
Atlantic commercial world.!® Nonetheless, the merchants,

their experiences and their activities, were all rooted in an
Atlantic world and thus provide insight into current Atlantic

studies.

Phases of the British Empire

Distinctions between a “first” and “second” - an *“old”
and “new”, an “English” and “British” - empire have long been
embedded in the study of British imperialism. As early as
the 1840s, commentators compared the “0ld system” to the

current pattern of imperial relations between Great Britain

1

and its dependencies.1 Admittedly often a matter of

10For a recent discussion of British Atlantic history
within the newer and larger field of Atlantic history see,
Nicholas Canny, “Writing Atlantic History; or, Reconfiguring
the History of Colonial British America,” Journal of American
History (December 1999).

11In his Expansion of England (1883), J.R. Seeley
accepted that there had been two empires, where the first had
been based on an “0ld colonial system”. See P.J. Marshall,
*The First British Empire,” in The Oxford History of the
British Empire, vol. 5, Historiography, ed. Robin W. Winks

10



semantics vice reality, the phraseology nonetheless serves to
emphasize the very different nature of the nineteenth-century
empire from its predecessor. While a general consensus has
been reached as to the traits inherent in the first British
empire, the precise date of its demise remains highly
contested. According to standard usage the first empire was
and is synonymous with a “commercial Empire”, based upon a
system of economic regulation most readily typified by the
Navigation Acts. Moreover, the first imperial structure was
an Atlantic empire, centered on colonies in North America and
the West Indies. The geographical shift to Asia, Africa and
Australasia - what Vincent Harlow deemed the “swing to the
east” - announced the transition from the first to a second
empire. Finally, the first empire was envisioned as one of
British settlement overseas and as such carried with it
constitutional arrangements. The white settlers of these

Atlantic colonies enjoyed both extensive political
participation and autonomy.'?

According to C.A. Bayly, the era between the American
Revolution and the Great Reform Bill, running roughly from

1780 to 1830, does constitute a second British empire. In

(Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 1999), p. 43.

12Ibid., pp. 43-44; also see, P.J. Marshall, “Britain
without America - A Second Empire?,” in The Oxford History of
the British Empire, vol. 2, The Eighteenth Century, ed. P.J.
Marshall (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press,
1998), p. 577.

11



marked contrast to the relatively benign “salutary neglect”
with which London ruled its original Atlantic colonies, a
system of authoritative and even autocratic rule
characterized this second, largely non-white, empire. Bayly
builds on the work of Vincent Harlow, who first developed and
sustained the notion of a second British empire. Yet, Bayly
discerns and exposes a paradox within Harlow'’s writings.
Harlow thought he recognized in this era a continuation of
liberal imperialism as exemplified by Lord Durham’s reforms
for the government of Canada. In actuality, the substance of
Harlow’s chapter reveals a systematic attempt to centralize
imperial power, to establish the executive at the expense of

local liberties, and to remove non-British individuals from

3

positions of significant political power.!? These measures,

in large part, served as imperial reactions to the North
American debacle in which colonial elites had vied
successfully with the imperial government and the British-
appointed governors, often through their local assemblies.
Bayly’s analysis acknowledges the ideological
underpinnings of empire which, in turn, has provided new
criteria by which to define the imperial phases. He
describes the era under question as an imperial meridian

constituting a distinct stage between the first empire and

13C.A. Bayly, Imperial Meridian: The British Empire and
the wWorld, 1780-1830, Studies in Modern History (London:
Longman Group UK Limited, 1989), pp. 8-9.

12



the later Victorian empire. To a certain degree, Bayly
complicates our understanding of periodization by demarcating
a Victorian empire, separate from the second and suggesting
vet a third empire. Harlow developed, and Bayly has re-
interpreted, two of the features central to our understanding
of a second empire, i.e. the shift in metropolitan focus in
terms of both commerce and ideology. At the same time, first
Harlow and later Bayly over-emphasize the degree of
completeness of these two facets. Britain'’s economic
expansion into Asia did not necessarily come at the expense
of development in the Atlantic, as Harlow seemed to suggest.
Even after the Revolution, British exports continued to go

predominantly to the new United States, the West Indies and,
increasingly during the nineteenth century, Latin America.!?

Bayly'’s reinterpretation of Harlow accurately portrays
the shift in ideological foundations of empire which began in
the eighteenth century. By the early 1760s, Great Britain
assumed control of two large foreign populations in Bengal
and Quebec, respectively. These societies presented the
metropole with novel problems in governance for which the
early Atlantic empire appeared to offer no precedents. Thus,
by the end of the eighteenth century, the self-governing

Anglo communities no longer predominated (literally or

14For a discussion of British trade patterns in the
Atlantic after the American Revolution see Peter Marshall,
*The First and Second British Empires: A Question of
Demarcation,” History (1964).

13



figuratively) within the British empire. The constitutional
model of self-government, founded in the Atlantic empire,
however, proved more resilient than Bayly suggests. As early
as 1837, shortly after the close of Bayly’'s imperial
meredian, Canada moved toward responsible government which
gave the remaining Britihs North American colonies even more
local autonomy than the pre-1776 settlers had enjoyed. The
ideal of self-government, moreover, served as the model for
which the remaining colonies were being groomed.

If the timing of the arrival of the second empire
remains in doubt, the American Revolution has been generally
acknowledged as the mortal crisis of the first. As with most
profound events, the interpretations of the Revolution are
varied and overlapping. In keeping with the accepted traits
of the Atlantic empire, many see the friction arising from

changes in the constitutional and/or commercial policies

15

governing the colonies. For many historians, Edmund Burke'’s

15In the 1880s, J.R. Seeley described the first empire as
inherently instable, in that the metropole claimed absolute
authority over the colonies while simultaneously allowing for
the development of local autonomies. Seeley recognized in
this dichotomy the seeds of revolution. Others, as noted
above, have been persuaded by Burke’s emphasis on the
disruption in the imperial commercial arrangements. Early
historians of empire such as Lawrence Henry Gipson and
Charles M. Andrews perceived that the character of the
commercial empire had begun to change as a result of a series
of victories in the eighteenth-century imperial wars against
France. By 1748, Gipson saw indicators of a “modern
imperialism” requiring the control of distant lands and
foreign peoples. To Andrews the incorporation of vast new
territories after 1763 meant that to “the old and well-tried
colonial policy of mercantalism” would now be added a new

14



observations remain sound. In 1774, Burke argued that
Britain was in danger of losing its colonies through a bid to
replace a policy of commercial rule with territorial
imperialism. A survey conducted by the historians Ian
Christie and Benjamin Labaree confirms Burke’s vision of an
empire of commerce. According to Christie and Labaree,
British views of empire in the 1760s, similar to those of the
seventeenth century, centered on the belief that colonies

were intended “to contribute to the economic well-being and

nl6

so to the power of the metropolitan state. At the same

time, Burke, along with many historians, recognized a shift
occurring within the British political nation regarding the

responsibilities and functions of empire. By the late

policy of imperialism concerned with “extent of territory and
the exercise of authority.” More recently, Stephen Saunders
Webb has questioned the priority of commerce in colonial
governance for any time period after the late seventeenth
century. Conversely Daniel Baugh has argued for a change
occurring in the mid-eighteenth century. At that time, the
metropole matched a policy of stricter commercial regulation
with the willingness and ability to enforce its decrees
through military deployment. See Marshall, “The First
British Empire,” p. 49. Works cited here include: Lawrence
Henry Gipson, The British Empire before the American
Revolution, 15 vols. (Caldwell, Id.: Caxton Printers, 1936-
1970); Charles M. Andrews, The Colonial Period of American
History, 4 volumes (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1964);
Stephen Saunders Webb, The Governors-General: The English
Army and the Definition of Empire, 1569-1681 (Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press, 1964); and Daniel Baugh,
*Maritime Strength and Atlantic Commerce: The Uses of a
‘Grand Marine Empire’” in An Imperial State at War: Britain
from 1689 to 1815 (London: Routledge, 1994).

16Ian R. Christie and Benjamin W. Labaree, Empire or
Independence, 1760-1776 (New York: Norton, 1976), pp. 20-21.
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eighteenth century, British statesmen and policy-makers were
questioning their role as shapers of empire in a way that
their seventeenth-century predecessors had not. Particularly
in light of the territorial conquests of the Seven Years’

War, the determination to centralize the empire had grown

7

stronger amongst these same men.:' Coupled with the debates

and disillusionments of the American Revolution, these
imperial tensions would lead, in part, to the ideological
shifts identified by Bayly.

In the decades immediately following the Revolution,
contemporaries most likely would have been puzzled by the
historian’s question as to whether there were a first and
second empire. Contemporaries in the 1840s - as did Seeley in
the 1880s - spoke in terms of an older colonial system vice
empire. What can be visualized in these years is a

transition from one phase of empire to the next, as policy-

17The Seven Years’ War and its victory created profound
doubts and concerns regarding Britain’s imperial, amongst
both policy-makers and the public. The acquisition of Canada
in particular touched off fears that Great Britain was moving
away from her “traditional” policy of an empire of commerce
to one of territory, with all the expenses, responsibilities
and national threats such an entity entailed. Of course, it
was debatable (even then) whether Britain had ever solely
pursed a commercial empire and, as such, these debates reveal
both the ambiguous nature of the empire itself and British
ambivalence towards it. The tensions surrounding these
debates permeated pre-Revolutionary tensions on both sides of
the Atlantic. See Philip Lawson, “‘The Irishman’s Prize’:
Views of Canada from the British Press, 1760-1774,"
Historical Journal 28 (1984); and, H. V. Bowen, “Conceptions
of Global Empire, 1756-1783,” Journal of Imperial and
Commonwealth History 26 (September 1998).
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makers - often on an ad hoc basis - reacted and adjusted to a
changing imperial and international world. Following the

lead of P. J. Marshall, I argue here that the transitory
phase was neither even nor did it end abruptly.'® while,

undeniably, characteristics associated with the second empire
were visible in the aftermath of Revolution, the structure of
the first Atlantic empire, in many ways, remained sound. To
comprehend these processes it may be helpful to turn our
attention away from the metropole out to local communities
within the empire. An examination of their reactions to a
period of crisis and transition provides a better
understanding of the several forces at play in the Atlantic
which worked to carry an older empire forward. Ironically,

one of these factors was the Loyalists.

The Loyalists

The eighteenth-century British empire was a peculiarly
loose and complex structure, particularly in comparison to
the other European empires of the day. While it exhibited a
number of hallmarks common to European imperialism, such as a
military bureaucracy and governors sent out from the
metropole, London had permitted its American colonies to

mature in an atmosphere of *salutary neglect”, becoming more

18Marshall, “Britain without America”.
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or less self-regulating.!® As the century progressed, the

American colonies increasingly became a force unto themselves
while remaining within the confines of British imperialism.
Colonial notables such as Benjamin Franklin could confidently
speak of the day when “the greatest number of Englishmen will
be on this Side of the Water.” The metropole, however, had
made no concessions, mental or otherwise, for such a
geopolitical eventuality. The tensions of the 1760s
escalated into a crisis due, in part, to London’s inability
to grasp imperial realities already apparent on the other
side of the Atlantic. Metropolitan attempts to rationalize
and centralize the imperial structure were based on
principles no longer acceptable in the American colonies.
Parliament stubbornly denied the necessary role the colonists
played in sanctioning imperial policies and, more

importantly, failed to understand the Americans’ power to

refuse to do so.?

Just as the deceptively informal structure of the

British empire had hidden America’s growing power, it also

19For a discussion of the commonalities between the
European Atlantic colonies see John H. Elliott,
*Introduction: Colonial Identity in the Atlantic World,”
chap. in Colonial Identity in the Atlantic World, ed.
Nicholas Canny and Anthony Pagden (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1987).

20D. W. Meiniqg, The Shaping of America: A Geographical
Perspective on 500 Years of History. Vol. 1, Atlantic
America, 1492-1800 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1986),
pp 299-300.
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tended to mask the inherent imperial nature of the
relationship from the American colonists. As Stephen

Saunders Webb has emphasized, “there are no empires without
armies.”?! Responding to earlier riots, the metropole hastily

gathered troops from Halifax and Ireland to dispatch to
Boston in 1768. This action brought the military dimensions
of imperialism starkly to the fore, awakening Americans to
the potentially brutal nature of the empire in which they
were a part. It also emphasized their position within this
geopolitical structure. Instead of a nurturing imperial
relationship between a mother country and its distant
offspring, the colonists confronted an imperialism in which
one people, namely the Britons who were soon to become the
*other”, could (and more importantly, would) use superior
force to coerce another people. Through such realizations
and conceptualizations the political and social tensions

which had begun to foster a new American ideology would now
sharpen a sense of American identity.?%?

Embedded within the Revolutionary folklore is a belief
that this new identity encompassed, almost exclusively, a new
and radical political ideology. Indeed, the Loyalists
completed the Revolutionary promise by removing an older (and

presumably backward) conservative ideology from American

2lWebb, The Governors-General; quoted in Mienig, p. 302.
22Meinig, pp. 301-302.
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political thought when they fled into exile. A renewed
interest in Loyalist historiography, by both Canadian and
American historians, has helped to correct this image. The
post-Revolutionary development of British North America,
including both the United States and Nova Scotia,
demonstrates a spectrum of political thought ranging from
conservative to radical ideology. Despite nationalistic
myths to the contrary, both polities hosted and fostered
viable political parties and elements embracing both ends of
the continuum. Moreover, the reactions of the inhabitants of
both polities to these ideologies, at times, reveals a shared
and ongoing Anglo heritage.

By the mid-eighteenth century British North Americans
were reacting to and coping with modernizing forces which
threatened to profoundly disrupt and alter their society.

One of the most pronounced amongst these was the growth of
the market economy. Added to the friction caused by an
evolving economy were the increasing imperial tensions, which
became noticeable as early as the 1740s and 1750s. As was to
be expected, individuals and communities understood and
adapted to these changes differently. Many of those who
would become Loyalists correctly perceived a growing tendency
towards personal ambition and self-interest, which eclipsed
older communitarian values. In the process, these
modernizing trends were undermining institutions which the

Loyalists argued provided necessary social stability. The
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Loyalists believed the solution lay in bolstering the
authority of such institutions as the family, the church, and
particularly, the government; a concept of society and
politics which was hierarchical in nature. The Loyalists of
New Brunswick epitomized this ideology with their belief
“that a British colony ordered on firm, hierarchical,

erastian principles would flourish and become the envy of its

republican neighbours.”?3

Earlier national myths and histories equated this
political and social conservatism exclusively with the
Loyalists, which distorts our understanding of the historical
landscapes of both Atlantic Canada and the United States.
Many of the conservative views seemingly characteristic of
the Loyalists apply equally as well to the Federalists of the
United States, especially during the late 1790s. It has been

estimated that, following the Revolution, as many as 90 per
cent of the Tories stayed put in their homeland.?!

Incidents occurring in the immediate aftermath of the
Revolutionary war suggest that, for many, old loyalties and

sensibilities remained strong. Harold Hancock provides a

23Quote taken from David Bell, Early Loyalist Saint John:
The Origin of New Brunswick Politics, 1783-1786 (Fredericton,
N.B.: New Ireland Press, 1983); for general discussion see,
Janice Potter, The Liberty We Seek: Loyalist Ideology in
Colonial New York and Massachusetts (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 1983).

24W.H. Nelson, "The Loyalist Legacy," Acadiensis 15
(Autumn 1985), p. 145.
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rare glimpse of these sentiments during a 1787 election in
southern Delaware. Called upon by the sheriff to provide
protection, a contingent of former Loyalists marched in
military formation to the polling place. There, the

apparently unrepentant Loyalists cursed and abused their

Revolutionary enemies and “huzzaed for the King.”?®

As in the United States, the politics of Nova Scotia
defied a simplistic explanation. During the Revolutionary
years, many of the politically-minded Loyalists staunchly
refused to deny the sovereignty of the British crown.
However, this did not mean, as many of the Tory elites and
British officials inferred, that the majority of the refugees
had thus forsaken self-government. In many respects, the
Loyalists represented the far - although not necessarily
extreme - end of the political spectrum caught up in the
maelstrom of Revolution. The beleaguered Governor of Nova
Scotia, John Parr, recognized the Loyalists as Americans who
had been shaped by the same land and traditions which had
fomented a bloody rebellion against the metropole. *“[Tlhey
inherit a deal of that Liver, which disunited the Colonies

n2b

from their Mother Country. What later appeared to be a

25Harold B. Hancock, The Loyalists of Revolutionary
Delaware; quoted in Nelson, “The Loyalist Legacy,” p. 145.

26Quoted in Neil MacKinnon, This Unfriendly Soil: The
Loyalist Experience in Nova Scota 1783-1791 (Kingston and
Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1986) p. 95; also
see p. 118.
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political battle between Parr and the Loyalist assembly
leaders represented, in reality, the culmination of a long-
standing conflict between the ins and outs of Nova Scotian
politics. The influx of Loyalists, many settling in small
outports, swelled the numbers of those outside the charmed
inner circles of political power centered in Halifax. It was
a combination of the Loyalists’ votes and those in the pre-
existing outports which ultimately successfully challenged
Haligonian control of the Assembly. Parr, thoroughly
exasperated by this time, saw only the rise of the
troublesome Loyalists and was unable to detect the power of
the outport votes behind them. Eventually, the Loyalist
political legacy would confirm Parr'’s predictions, for the
recently-settled refugees drew on their American political
experience to strengthen and expand the power of the House of
Assembly. Through their influence, the Assembly gained
control over its membership, banned government officers from
sitting in the House and even placed the control over revenue
bills in the hands of the Assembly. The Loyalists reflected
their American heritage and constitutional understanding by

moving to reduce the prerogative powers of government while

increasing those of the popularly elected Assernbly.27

27ann Gorman Condon, *“1783-1800: Loyalist Arrival,
Acadian Return, Imperial Reform,” chap. in The Atlantic
Region to Confederation: A History, eds. Phillip A. Buckner
and John G. Reid (Toronto: University of Toronto Press,
1994), p. 197.
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Writing in 1861, the amateur historian William Canniff
described the United Empire Loyalist as one “who felt as much
a Briton in the colony of America, as if he were in old
England.” Guided by higher motives, members of “this noble
class relinquished comfortable homes, rather than live under
an alien flag.” Embracing their life in exile, these
*honest, devoted, loyal, truthful, law abiding refugees”
transformed the wilderness into a fruitful landscape. Ever
wary of the new nation in their midst, the “U.E. Loyalists
[had] been as a barrier of rock, against which the waves of
Republicanism [had] dashed in vain.” Canniff, in thus
writing, articulated the classic statement of what historians
have termed the Loyalist myth, which became a powerful factor

in nineteenth-century British North American politics and

culture.?®

While Canniff’s history concerned Upper Canada, his
description serves equally as well for the historical image
of Nova Scotian Loyalists. The tradition eventually grew to
encompass a series of traits which purportedly defined -
albeit with obvious variations - the Loyalist communities
scattered throughout the Atlantic. These qualities included

devotion to crown and empire, a pervasive anti-republicanism

28William Canniff, The History of the Settlement of Upper
Canada, 1861; quoted in Norman Knowles, Inventing the
Loyalists: The Ontario Loyalist Tradition and the Creation of
Usable Pasts (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1997), p.
14.
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and/or anti-Americanism, sacrifice in the name of principle,
and a conservative social and political outlook. Later
generations have enlarged and broadened this cluster of
traits, and at times shifted the emphasis, according to the
needs and circumstances of the era. For example, the issue
of class or status demonstrates the ambiguities of the
Loyalist myth. In an upper-middle class rendition, the elite
status of the Loyalists would have been stressed, while a
popular telling most likely retained the image of hardy
pioneers clearing the wilderness. The idiosyncracies within
the the tradition reflect the degree to which the Loyalists
have been embraced by successive generations to create a
usable past. As with any national icon or figure, their
story has changed to match the needs of an evolving national
identity.

The Loyalists symbolize one of the defining elements of

the English-Canadian identity.?’ In Canadian national history

they have come to represent popular, sentimentalized - and
thus, historically problematic - founding figures. 1In a
similar vein, American historians, involved in their own
process of national-identity building, have used the
Loyalists as a convenient foil to the triumphant

30

Revolutionaries. In these two, often-contradictory national

29Norman Knowles, Inventing the Loyalists, p. 15.
30MacKinnon, This Unfriendly Soil, p. ix.
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histories, the Loyalists left their homeland for good,
robbing - or ridding, depending upon the audience - the new
Republic of their conservative ideology. Yet, in viewing the
topic through the lens of nationalism, scholars have imposed
a unity and coherence on the motives, desires and beliefs of
the Loyalists that obscures the reality. Later Canadian and
American historians have looked past the legends to the
individual Loyalists and their lives in exile. Not
surprisingly, their work has challenged the idealized image
of the Loyalists as a cohesive group who possessed a

distinctive identity and ideology, which they then bequeathed

to their heirs.>!

My dissertation builds upon and, in turn, supplements
newer historiography which has demonstrated the complex
motives and rationales behind the Loyalists’ decisions. At
the outset of the hostilities, many Americans sought to
remain loyal to the crown, if only to be left in peace. 1In
numerous instances this proved impossible, with the
misfortunes of time and place forcing most of those caught in

the rebelling colonies to choose sides. While ideology

31Examples of this newer Loyalist literature include:
Murray Barkley, “The Loyalist Tradition in New Brunswick: The
Growth and Evolution of an Historical Myth, 1825-1914,~*
Acadiensis (Spring 1975); David G. Bell, Early Loyalist Saint
John; Amy Condon, The Loyalist Dream for New Brunswick
(Fredericton, New Ireland Press, 1984); Janice Potter, The
Liberty We Seek; David Stouck, “The Wardell Family and the
Origins of Loyalism, ” Canadian Historical Review (March
1987); and, Carole W. Troxler, “A Loyalist Life: John Bond of
South Carolina and Nova Scotia,” Acadiensis (Spring 1991).
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undoubtedly drove certain individuals to act, the majority of
colonists based their decisions upon complex and intertwined
factors including personal interests, community and family
ties, as well as perceived present and future opportunities.
The British people of the Atlantic world embarked upon a
civil conflict which left two polities in its wake. Rather
than viewing this as merely an imperial clash of interests or
a political revolution, we should recognize this as a long,
painful - often personal - cultural process, which
reverberated through the entirety of the British Atlantic
world for decades to come. The shifting of imperial
boundaries did not involve simply the realignment of
political territories, but the mass movements of populations
as well. 1In the end, the American Revolution represented an
internal struggle which broke apart communities and uprooted
tens of thousands of people. This physical dislocation of
people represented a spatial reordering of the North American
continent. It also demonstrates the cultural complexities of
the issues. For, even though the exiles maintained their
loyalty to Great Britain in one fashion or another, they
remained, in cultural terms, predominantly American. The
plight of thousands of exiles seeking a home in the surviving
British territories of North America reflects the truly
“civil” nature of the war. Moreover, while the Loyalists
typically sacrificed much in order to remain British

subjects, few of them had the option of actually removing to
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the home country. Of the minority who did venture there,
most felt their “Americaness” all the more, wishing to

migrate back across the Atlantic. Ultimately, a significant

number of the exiles did return to their former homes.>?

Anglo-American Merchants

Historical assessments of transatlantic trade
traditionally have concentrated on either statistical
analyses and/or biographical studies. One senses that an
ideal study might see the blending of the two formats. While
the statistical approach adds much to our understanding of
commercial and economic forces of the eighteenth century,

they are often devoid of individuals, instead focusing on

3

markets and movements.’ Conversely, biographical accounts of

32Meinig, pp. 301-312.

33Key statistical works concerning North American trade
include Gary M. Walton, “Sources of Productivity Change in
American Colonial Shipping, 1675-1775,*" Economic History
Review, 2nd ser., 20 (1967); James F. Shepherd and Gary M.
Walton, Shipping, Maritime Trade, and the Economic
Development of Colonial North America (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1972); William L. Davisson and Laurence J.
Bradley, “New York Maritime Trade: Ship Voyage Patterns,
1715-1765," New York Historical Society Quarterly, 55 (1971).

Similar studies focusing on British trade include: Ralph
M. Davis, The Rise of English Shipping Industry (London:
Macmillan, 1962); Jacob M. Price, Capital and Credit 1in
British Overseas Trade: The View from the Chesapeake, 1700-
1776 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1980); Jacob M.
Price and Paul G. E. Clemens, “A Revolution in Scale in
Overseas Trade: British Firms in the Chesapeake Trade, ”
Journal of Economic History, 47 (1987); and Kenneth Morgan,
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merchants, mercantile families and/or communities often

provide in-depth character developments, while lacking the
broader social context.?? Certainly, valuable and insightful

examples of both formats exist. John McCusker and Russell

Bristol & the Atlantic Trade in the Eighteenth Century
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993).

34Studies of individual American merchant families
include James B. Hedges, The Browns of Providence
Plantations: Colonial Years (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1952); William Baxter, The House of Hancock
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1945); and Philip L.
White, The Beekmans of New York in Politics and Commerce,
1647-1877 (New York: New York Historical Society, 1956).

Broader studies of merchant communities include Arthur
M. Schlesinger, The Colonial Merchants and the American
Revolution, 1763-1776 (New York: Columbia University Press,
1918); Virginia D. Harrington, The New York Merchant on the
Eve of the Revolution (New York: Columbia University Press,
1935); Bernard Bailyn, The New England Merchants in the
Seventeenth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1955); and Oliver A. Rink, Holland on the Hudson: An Economic
and Social History of Dutch New York (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 1986). For a newer work which combines an
economic and social approach see Cathy Matson, Merchants &
Empire: Trading in Colonial New York (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1998.

For British individuals and merchants, see: Richard
Pares, A West India Fortune (London: Longmans, 1950); Jacob
M. Price, “One Family’s Empire: The Russell-Lee-Clerk
Connection in Maryland, Britain and India,” Maryland
Historical Magazine, 72 (1977); and Price, Perry of London
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1992).

Works on British mercantile groups include Walter E.
Minchinton, *“The Merchants in England in the Eighteenth
Century, in Explorations in Enterprise, ed. H.G.J. Aitken
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1965); R. J. Wilson,
Gentlemen Merchants: The Merchant Community in Leeds, 1700-
1830 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1971); T. M.
Devine, The Tobacco Lords: A Study of the Tobacco Merchants
of Glasgow and their Trading Activities c. 1740-1790
(Edinburgh: John Donald Publishers Ltd., 1975); and John
Sainsbury, Disaffected Patriots: London Supporters of
Revolutionary America, 1769-1782 (Kingston, Ontario: McGill-
Queens University Press, 1987).
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Menard’s economic analysis of British America stands out as
one of the best amongst the statistical analyses.>®> 1In

mercantile literature, Thomas Doerflinger has avoided many

pitfalls of the genre by placing Philadelphian merchants

firmly within the milieu of Revolutionary America.3°

Recently David Hancock has sought to fill this gap in
his study of eighteenth-century British merchants.?’ Hancock

explores the commercial and social world of four highly
successful merchants. The "Associates" surveyed by Hancock
consisted of arrangements of wealthy London businessmen
clustered (in varying levels of partnership) around four men:
Augustus Boyd, Alexander Grant, John Sargent II and Richard
Oswald. The careers and ventures of these four men are
introduced and examined in my dissertation to serve as a
model for British merchants, broadly defined. The danger in
employing the Associates in this capacity lies in their

extraordinary commercial and social success. The portrayal

35John J. McCusker and Russell R. Menard, The Economy of
British America, 1607-1789, Needs and Opportunities for Study
Series (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press,
1985).

36Thomas M. Doerflinger, A Vigorous Spirit of Enterprise:
Merchants and Economic Development in Revolutionary
Philadelphia (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina
Press, 1986).

37David Hancock, Citizens of the World: London Merchants
and the Integration of the British Atlantic Community, 1735-
1785 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995).
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is warranted, nonetheless, in that they underscore imperial
potential. Hancock suggests that the most enduring legacy of
the Associates was the advancement and integration of the
British Atlantic community. In this respect, the Associates
were not exceptional for that represents one of the major
contributions of mercantile activity to the British empire.
That same empire was significantly larger and recognizably
more complex by the end of the eighteenth century due, in
large part, to the commercial dealings of myriads of
individuals ranging from wealthy and powerful financiers in
London to small traders in Nova Scotian outports. All of
these individuals, in pursuing and building trade networks,
served to enhance the British empire; just as some of these
same persons helped to foment a Revolution and then worked to
create an American empire. Similar to the Associates, the
merchants presented here ultimately expanded and developed
the scope of the empire, its infrastructure and its trade.
Whether they understood their role in this process is unclear
since they did not dwell on the subject. Rather they focused
on and spoke of ships - along with their schedules and routes
- markets, cargoes, i.e., the pragmatics of trade itself.

The merchants of the eighteenth century simultaneously

benefited from and promoted Great Britain’s financial
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revolution. One of the major beneficiaries of the Glorious

Revolution of 1688 was the commercial sector, which gained in
terms of political, social and economic stability. Often
times, commercial security and regulation emerged through the
development of institutions which were the hallmark of the
financial revolution. The Bank of England and the national
debt were the foremost amongst these developments. These
factors, however, were linked to broader financial
innovations such as the growth of specialized merchant banks
and a market in mortgages; the increasing use of bills of
exchange; the rise of the stock exchange and a financial
press; and the development of marine and fire insurance.
These institutions produced a ripple effect on commerce. The

rise of credit and commercial services advanced shipping and
overseas trade through the earnings from invisibles.*® 1In

turn, the expansion of overseas commerce promoted the rise of

large mercantile establishments whose resources enabled them

38For discussions of the financial revolution and its
significance for Great Britain see: P.G.M. Dickson, The
Financial Revolution in England: A Study in the Development
of Public Credit, 1688-1756 (London: Macmillan, 1967); John
Brewer, The Sinews of Power: War, Money and the English
State, 1688-1783 (London: Century Hutchinson, 1988); and P.J.
Cain and A.G. Hopkins, British Imperialism, vol. 1,
Innovation and Expansion, 1688-1914, and vol. 2, Crisis and
Deconstruction, 1914-1990 (London: Longman, 1993).

39Invisibles represent profits from trade which are not
seen, such as freight rates and insurance premiums. These
stand in contrast to visible forms of profits from the
shipping industry such as cargoes and ship building.
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to generate the capital and credit for further long-distance
trade.*?

By the late seventeenth century it had become apparent
that high interest rates or "dear money" had disadvantaged
Great Britain in its struggles against Holland. In that
light, improved credit became a matter of vital interest to
those concerned with national defense, international and
domestic commerce, and the expansion of empire. To state the
point more directly, the interests of the financial sector
complemented those of the military-imperial complex. Many of
the reforms within the financial sector centered on this need
to provide and facilitate easy credit. The most obvious of
these innovations in the 1690s concerned the foundation of
the Bank of England and the creation of a national debt.
Through their impressive work on the British empire, Cain and
Hopkins have linked these advances to broader developments in
the financial world, which they see occurring at the hands of
elite gentlemanly capitalists situated in London or "the
City". Such a portrayal has the effect of emphasizing the
role of elite financiers and of creating a sense of
separation between commerce and finance. It would be a
mistake to tie the developments in credit too narrowly to
this rather nebulous group of London "financiers", whom Cain

and Hopkins describe as a rarefied community socially

40Cain and Hopkins, British Imperialism, vol. 1,
Innovations and Expansion, p. 60.
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distinct from men of trade. Instead, during this era,
developments regarding credit and its availability emerged

from and remained an integral part of the more generalized
world of trade.*

By comparing the functions of the emerging financial
institutions to those of the much older merchant community,
the integral and interdependent nature of the relationship
becomes apparent. The key features of pre-corporate credit
were present and active well before the establishment of
banks. These elements included mortgages; bonds; bills of
exchange; discount and ordinary commercial credit, both
short- and long-term. Banks, similar to other products of
the financial revolution, did not create these commercial
fixtures but, rather, systematized, regulated and thus
facilitated access to financial services. During the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the easy credit which
resulted from this process underwrote the expansion of
British exports into both Europe and the empire. Although
terms such as “merchant banker” and *“accepting houses” would
not come into vogue until the nineteenth century, already by

the eighteenth century, the great merchants, especially in

41Cain and Hopkins, British Imperialism, vol. 1,
Innovation and Expansion.
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London, performed many similar functions. These men

remitted government funds abroad; handled subscriptions of
national debt; and, accepted and processed bills of exchange
relating to transactions in which they were not personally
involved. It is through this realization that the
significance of the merchant community for the wider economy
can be seen. The commercial activities and dynamics of
eighteenth-century commerce left behind a financial
infrastructure which later institutions would build upon, as
did the industrial revolution. This financial infrastructure
involved the commercial and financial institutions already
cited such as banks, clearing houses, insurance companies,
the stock exchange and Llyod’s exchange. Simultaneoulsy, it
spawned its own conventions such as commercial laws,
practices and education along with the export of hundreds or
thousands of firms overseas, staffed by members of the
merchant community who carried their expertise with them into

the empire.*

42A *merchant bank” is a specialist institution which
advises clients and/or companies on financial matters such as
stock issues, the stock exchange and other banking functions.
An “accepting house” is most commonly a commercial bank that
underwrites a commercial bill of exchange in return for a fee
or discount. Christopher Pass, Bryan Lowes, Leslie Davis,
Sidney J. Kronish, The HarperCollins Dictionary of Economics
(New York: HarperCollins, 1991).

43Jacob Price, *“What Did Merchants Do? Reflections on
British Overseas Trade, 1660-1790,* Journal of Economic
History (June 1989), pp. 278-284.
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Individual merchant communities, at varying times, have
represented - and, in turn, have been historically portrayed
- as a loose, unorganized even divisive body. Frequently,
merchants appeared to constitute no more than a broadly
defined occupational group. Certainly within the competitive
atmosphere of eighteenth-century Atlantic commerce there was
much to separate the individuals involved. Thomas
Doerflinger concentrates on the merchants of Revolutionary
Philadelphia who navigated a particularly frenetic, fluid and
opportunistic commercial environment. These individuals were
separated by factors such as social and ethnic diversity,
wealth, rapid growth of the community and a highly mobile
personnel. The unstructured nature of this setting prevented
an elect circle of merchants from monopolizing the city’s
trade since outsiders could, and did, gain ready access to
commercial centers. Notable outsiders such as Stephen Girard
began his career as a ship captain of limited capital yet

went on to climb into the upper echelons of the merchant

4

elite.% wWhile to a degree exceptional, Girard, like the

Associates, symbolized commercial and imperial potential for
contemporaries and historians alike.

Concentrating on the loose or fractured nature of the
merchant community obscures the degree to which it

represented a viable, functioning society. Merchants relied

44poerflinger, A Vigorous Spirit of Enterprise, pp. 1ll-
12.
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upon one another for skill, expertise, resources and
information amongst other necessities. They interacted not
just at a local level but throughout the Atlantic rim.
Merchants and their reputations stood security behind varied
and numerous commercial and financial ventures. The
necessary trust, which facilitated commerce throughout the
Atlantic, rested (to a considerable degree) on the
understanding of recognizable communal values, practices and

traditions which were also communally regulated.

An Atlantic World

Recently it has become popular to speak in terms of an

*Atlantic world”, which views the varied and numerous Euro-

5

American empires as a whole.* Many of the scholars who write

45J .H. Elliott first articulated the need for a
comparative history of colonization within an Atlantic
context in The 0ld World and the New, 1492-1650 (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1970). One of the earliest and
most prolific writers on an “Atlantic” history has been
Nicholas P. Canny, whose works include: The Elizabethan
Conquest of Ireland: A Pattern Established, 1565-1576 (New
York and Sussex: Harvester Press, 1976); K.R. Andrews, N.P.
Canny, and P.E.H. Hair, eds., The Westward Enterprise:
English Activities in Ireland, the Atlantic, and America
(Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 1978); Nicholas Canny
and Anthony Pagden, Colonial Identity in the Atlantic World,
1500-1800 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1987);
Kingdom and Colony: Ireland in the Atlantic World, 1560-1800
(Baltimore: John Hopkins Press, 1988); Nicholas Canny, ed.,
Europeans on the Move: Studies on European Migration, 1500-
1800 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994); and, The
Origins of Empire: British Overseas Enterprise to the Close
of the Seventeenth Century (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1998).
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and think along this vein openly acknowledge the problems and
limitations inherent within this particular
conceptualization. The Europeans who migrated to the
Americas left countries which, by the sixteenth century,

already possessed recognizably different legal and

Other works include: Philip D. Curtin, The Atlantic
Slave Trade: A Census (Madison: University of Wisconsin
Press, 1976); K.G. Davies, The Royal African Company (London:
Longmans, 1957); K.G. Davies, The North Atlantic World in the
Seventeenth Century (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 1974); Ralph Davis, The Rise of the Atlantic Economies
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1973); Peggy Liss,
Atlantic Empires: The Network of Trade and Revolution, 1713-
1826 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press, 1983); Ian K. Steele,
The English Atlantic, 1675-1740: An Explanation of
Communications and Community (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1986); David Harris Sacks, The Widening Gate: Bristol
and the Atlantic Economy, 1450-1700 (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1991); Hancock, Citizens of the World; and
Alan L. Karras and J.R. McNeill, eds., Atlantic American
Societies: From Columbus through Abolition, 1492-1888
(London: Routledge, 1992).

The best known works centering on political ideology and
the Atlantic include: R. R. Palmer, The Age of the Democratic
Revolution: A Political History of Europe and America, 1760-
1800, 2 vols. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1959
and 1964); Jacques Godechot, France and the Atlantic
Revolution of the Eighteenth Century, 1770-1799, trans.
Herbert H. Rowen (New York: Free Press, 1965); Lester D.
Langley, The Americas in the Age of Revolution, 1750-1850
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1996). Also see recent
articles by: Bernard Bailyn, “The Idea of Atlantic History,”
Itinerario 20 (1996); Ian Tyreel, “Making Nations/Making
States: American Historians in the Context of Empire,”
Journal of American History 86 (December, 1999), pp. 1015-
1044. Moreover see the articles resulting from the conference
(*The Nature of Atlantic History”) hosted by Itinerario:
David Hancock, “The British Atlantic World: Co-ordination,
Complexity, and the Emergence of an Atlantic Market Economy,
1651-1815"; Pieter C. Emmer and Wim Klooster, “The Dutch
Atlantic, 1600-1800: Expansion without Empire”; Carla Rahn
Phillips, “The Iberian Atlantic”; Silvia Marzagalli, “The
French Atlantic”; and, David Eltis, “Atlantic History in
Global Perspective,” all appear in Itinerario 20 (1999).
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administrative systems as well as institutional structures.
Within the first half of that century, some of these same
nations would also be differentiated by religion. Moreover,
the settlers reached and inhabited vastly different locales
and environments which molded the immigrant experience.

These realizations, in part, encouraged earlier scholars to
perceive a fragmented Atlantic world, comprised of such
entities as Spanish-, Portuguese-, French- and English-
America. Yet, certain characteristics remain peculiar to the
immigration and settlement process, occasioning similarities
within the emerging creole cultures, at the same time that
they served to distinguish a particular colonial society from
that of its metropole. Demographically, the new world
created a social milieu not found in the old world. For one,
the immigrants encountered and negotiated with foreign
indigenous peoples. Moreover, many of the Euro-American
colonies adapted slave labor (several soon after settlement),
importing large numbers of Africans. The coming together of
these three peoples founded a racial dynamic not present in
the metropole. The European immigrants also strove to
transplant their agricultural and economic practices to their
new environs. Additionally, all colonial societies
confronted the need to establish a satisfactory relationship
with their respective metropolis. This often proved the most

baffling and frustrating step as the creoles sought to adapt
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imperial policies and dictates to colonial realities.*®

It is easier, of course, to cite the factors and
experiences which resonated throughout these colonies than to
actually demonstrate the ways in which these shared
traditions shaped an amalgamated Atlantic world. From a
number of vantage points this geographical region appears to
have been made up of largely self-contained empires, which
came together only to make war on one another. The issue
becomes one of locating, within the historical record,
avenues which portray interaction between foreign Atlantic
societies. Moreover, in what ways did the competition
between rival empires and/or polities become an internal
affair which shaped the relationship between the metropole
and its periphery? Commerce presents an obvious arena for
investigation, seemingly bringing together peoples and
communities across and throughout the Atlantic. Trade moved
within - but just as easily transgressed - imperial
boundaries. Smuggling, perhaps even more than legitimate
commerce, demonstrated the developed and sophisticated nature
of an integrated Atlantic world. Commercial exchange and its
ensuing networks, whether officially sanctioned or not,
worked to interweave communities together. These channels
later could prove to be remarkably resilient in the face of

imperial intervention. Within the British empire alone,

46Elliott, “Introduction,” in Colonial Identity in the
Atlantic World, ed Canny and Pagden.
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legitimate colonial trade networks matured over the course of
the eighteenth century to challenge and compete with
metropolitan commercial circles. Added to this was a sense
of resentment in the metropole over the seemingly ever-
present illicit trade in the western Atlantic. These
suspicions fostered tensions between the center and its
peripheries, causing many within the metropole to call for
more restrictive imperial policies. Through an analysis of
these cross-boundary exchanges it may be possible to glimpse
the workings of a viable and, at times, coherent Atlantic
world. Such an approach may help to extend our understanding
of how individuals, communities and cultures - especially

those on the margins - maneuvered within a framework of
multiple and competing demands and influences.?’ 1In this

context, this dissertation delineates the construct of an
Anglo-American Atlantic world, evolving within and eventually
out of, the British Atlantic empire. Restricting the focus
to an Anglo-American Atlantic does not deny the existence of
an integral Atlantic world so much as it reflects the
realities of the documents surveyed, along with the lives and
movements of the individuals therein. While many of these
people traversed the new political and commercial boundaries
between Nova Scotia and the United States, they rarely

interacted with individuals of the other Atlantic empires.

47Hancock, *“The British Atlantic World.”
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The uncertainties and misgivings surrounding these
boundaries, as demonstrated by contemporaries, provides an
insight into the cohesive nature of this region as a
commercial, social and cultural entity. The question remains
to be asked as to whether this inter-imperial situation
provides an example of core-peripheral relationships within
the broader Euro-Atlantic or Atlantic, or remains peculiar to
the British empire.

The formulation of viable relationships between the
various European imperial powers and their respective
colonies provides another avenue by which to explore a shared
Atlantic tradition. As Gilles Pacquet and Jean-Pierre
Wallot have demonstrated in their work on New France, the

several metropoles frequently issued idealistic even

48

impossible decrees to their colonies. Colonial responses to

these measures often fell within a particular range and/or
type of feasible responses which translated across colonial
boundaries. In this manner, the colonists differentiated
themselves from the home country and took the first steps
towards becoming “Americans”. In his book Peripheries and
Center, Jack Greene has shown the difficulties inherent in
forging imperial/colonial relationships by following

constitutional developments within the original thirteen

48Gilles Pacquet and Jean-Pierre Wallot, “Nouvelle-
France/Quebec/Canada: A World of Limited Identities,” chap.
in Colonial Identity in the Atlantic World, ed. Canny and
Pagden.
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colonies, from the founding of Jamestown to the writing of
the American Constitution. Observing the legal manueverings
between the center and its peripheries reveals growing
tensions as the two polities strove to define the nature and
limits of imperial authority. For as Greene shows, the
pronouncements emanating from the metropole could gain legal
status or authority only through implicit or explicit
acceptance on the part of the colonies. Although Parliament
increasingly denied this realization, policies or doctrines
from the center required local sanction from the peripheries
before achieving constitutional status. Similarly, doctrines
issuing from the colonies required imperial ratification,

although Parliament seemed to have less difficulty accepting
this latter reality.?’

After 1650, Great Britain faced increasing conflicts
within its expanding Atlantic empire over the tensions
inherent in the ongoing process of reconciling a balance of
imperial/colonial authority. The ambiguity of British
policy-makers on colonial matters permitted local officials
wide latitude in determining which laws were to be applied to
the peripheries. For example, legislators in Jamaica,
Maryland and New York asserted early on "that all English

statutes that did not specifically exclude the colonies

49Jack P. Greene, Peripheries and Center: Constitutional
Development in the Extended Polities of the British Empire
and the United States 1607-1788 (Athens, Georgia: University
of Georgia Press, 1986), p. x.
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applied to them." Of course, this notion could be reversed
to read that any inconvenient statute which did not
explicitly refer to the colonies should not be enforced
there. During the latter half of the eighteenth century
colonial policy-makers appeared to manipulate English
statutes to fit local and temporal needs and conditions. In
so doing, the colonists gained informally what they could not
acquire legally, namely, "traditional English guarantees of
life, liberty, and property." They also demonstrated the
mechanisms inherent in the formation of a colonial cultural

identity by differentiating and preferencing their interests
over those of the mother country.50

As in the political world so in the economic spheres,
the colonists played a significant role in the sanctioning of
commercial statutes. By the early decades of the eighteenth
century, the American colonists, for the most part, had
accommodated themselves to the Navigation Acts. According to
John McCusker and Russell Menard, the Americans ultimately

recognized that the advantages of these Acts for their own

colonial economies outweighed the disadvantages.51

Nevertheless, the colonists remained selective in their
compliance to imperial economic dictates, evading and/or

ignoring those regulations which, as one royal official

50Ibid., pp. 26-27.
51McCusker and Menard, The Economy of British America.
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complained, threatened "the growth and prosperity of their

2

little commonwealths."®? Thus, colonial merchants

nonchalantly violated such measures as the Molasses Act of
1733 which they correctly understood to preference West

Indian economic

interests over their own.>’

Nova Scotia

Nova Scotia never seemed quite normal when set alongside
the string of settlement colonies up and down the Atlantic
coast. It lay on the margins of the more populous colonial
societies and economies between Boston and Savannah. In
economic terms it functioned in many ways as a hinterland to
New England whose merchants developed a coastal trade with
the French settlers in the early part of the eighteenth
century and, after the Acadians had been expelled, with the
New England settlers who migrated to Nova Scotia in the
1760s. This northward migration of farmers and fishermen was

itself a confirmation of Nova Scotia’s role as a remote

52Quoted in Greene, Peripheries and Center, p. 17.
53Greene, Peripheries and Center, p. 17.
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extension of New England.>*

Although there were extensive and longstanding
connections between Nova Scotia and New England there was a
fundamental difference that had a powerful shaping influence
on developments on the colony in the late eighteenth century.
Nova Scotia was a colony acquired through military conquest,
becoming a British colony through the Utrecht peace treaty
which ended the War of the Spanish Succession in 1713.

Later, the French population was deported by British troops
as part of the final Anglo-French struggle for imperial

control of North America. Thus, the colony had been

54The works of John Bartlett Brebner have played an
influential and enduring role on the historiography of Nova
Scotia. See John Bartlett Brebner, New England’s Outpost:
Acadia before the Conquest of Canada (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1927); The Neutral Yankees of Nova Scotia:
A Marginal Colony during the Revolutionary Years (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1937); and, North Atlantic
Triangle: The Interplay of Canada, the United States and
Great Britain (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1945).

For later works on Nova Scotia, see: Gordon Stewart and
George Rawlyk, A People Highly Favoured of God: The Nova
Scotia Yankees and the American Revolution (Toronto:
Macmillan Press, 1972); George Rawlyk, Nova Scotia’s
Massachusetts: A Study of Massachusetts-Nova Scotia
Relations, 1630-1784 (Montreal and London: McGill-Queen'’s
University Press, 1973); J. M. Bumsted, *“The Cultural
Landscape of Early Canada,” in Strangers within the Realm,
ed. Bailyn and Morgan; J. M. Bumsted, The People’s Clearance:
Highland Emigration to British North America, 1770-1815
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1982). Graeme Wynn,
*A Province Too Much Dependent on New England,” Canadian
Geography 31 (1987), pp. 98-113; John G. Reid, Acadia, Maine
and New Scotland: A Marginal Colony in the Seventeenth
Century (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1981); and
Eli=zabeth Mancke, “Two Patterns of New England
Transformation: Machias, Maine and Liverpool, Nova Scotia,
1760-1820,* (Ph.D. diss., Johns Hopkins University, 1989).
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acquired, and cleared for Anglo settlement, by the force of
British arms. This imperial imprint was intensified when
Halifax was created as a major British naval base in 1749.
During the heightening tensions in the 1760s and 1770s, the
British used their position in Halifax (e.g. the Vice
Admiralty court) in an attempt to enforce their new policies
on the American colonists. As Benjamin Franklin clearly
understood Nova Scotia was distinct from the other Anglo
Atlantic colonies. By the 1760s it possessed a largely
English-speaking settler population; yet in political and
military terms it was a base of British imperial power.
Indeed, Franklin (along with other American patriot leaders)
believed the British intended to implant the Nova Scotian
model on the other American colonies in a grand plot to bring
the colonies under closer metropolitan supervision.

My dissertation develops case studies of a number of
individuals within the context of Nova Scotia - its politics
(internal and imperial), its commerce and its position within
a changing Anglo-American Atlantic world. Included here are:
Simeon Perkins, Gideon White, Robert and George Ross, and
William Forsyth. These men and their experiences embody the
evolving nature of the British empire at a critical moment in
time. In terms of cultural identity, they embody a motif of
the Anglo community in Nova Scotia. Perkins and White were
originally New Englanders, although they were separated by

the Revolution. Perkins was amongst the original American
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migrants to Nova Scotia in the 1760s and was thus a Planter.
White, on the hand, arrived in Shelburne, Nova Scotia at the
end of the Revolution and was distinctly a Loyalist. The
Ross brothers (Robert and George) had migrated from Scotland
to North America prior to the outbreak of imperial
hostilities. Like Gideon White, the brothers also removed to
the Loyalist center of Shelburne in the mass exodus of 1783.
Only William Forsyth arrived in America, from Scotland, after
the close of the Revolution. As such, Forsyth exemplified
the metropolitan merchants who hoped to take advantage of the
turbulent, yet promising, economic future facing Nova Scotia;
particularly now that the Americans (supposedly) would be
barred from the lucrative West Indies trade. All of these
individuals retained social, familial and/or commercial
linkages in their former homelands, whether that be Britain
or America. Economically, the exception amongst this group
was William Forsyth. Perkins, White and the Ross brothers
could all be considered small (although successful) traders
within the Anglo-American commercial nexus. Like Forsyth,
these four men all relied upon Atlantic trade for their
livelihoods; yet unlike Forsyth, their financial base was
centered in North America. Only Forsyth, of the group
surveyed here, could be considered a major Atlantic merchant
with considerable financial resources and partners in the
met ropole as well as in North America. From an imperial

perspective, all of these men maneuvered within an empire in

48



a state of flux, navigating the shifting imperial ideologies

and policies as best they could.

A Marginal Colony?

Nova Scotia has often been portrayed as a “marginal
colony” and/or a New England outpost.55 Certainly the colony

was enmeshed in a complicated triangle with two stronger
polities which, at times, threatened to dominate Nova Scotia
politically, economically and culturally. Yet an examination
of this relationship provides insights into the ways in which
Nova Scotia was able to maneuver within a complex and often
tense imperial setting. The incident related below
illustrates one of the central themes of this dissertation.

In the summer of 1805, during the Napoleonic wars, the
HMS Whiting arrived on Nova Scotia’s south shore to the
dismay of its inhabitants. To allay local concerns, on July
10 Lieutenant Commander Orkney of the Whiting conveyed his
intentions to Jonathan Hames at the customs house in
Shelburne.

“In consequence of an Alarm being spread amongst

the Fishermen on this Coast, by the appearance of
His Majestys Schooner Whiteing under my Command, I

55It is this terminology taken from Brebner’s titles,
portraying Nova Scotia as an *outpost” or “marginal colony”,
which most clearly demonstrates his legacy on the
historiography of the province. John Bartlett Brebner, New
England’s Outpost; and The Neutral Yankees of Nova Scotia: A
Marginal Colony during the Revolutionary Years.
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do hereby give notice that it is not my intention

or wish to press any Fishermen or Farmer into the

Service as the same would Militate against the

Instruction of the Command in Chief in this

Station.”56
What the correspondence does not clarify is why Orkney
immediately contradicted his own statement to Hames by
proceeding to impress the men in the vicinity of Shelburne.
As a result of these impressments, on August 1 a number of
unnamed citizens from the town addressed a memorial
(enclosing depositions) to Sampson S. Blowers, who was by
then the Chief Justice of Nova Scotia. *“These papers will
convey but a faint Idea of the distress of the Inhabitants of
this Town & Coast.” The authors believed that the British
sailors acted against the wishes of the Admiral at Halifax,
Sir Andrew Mitchell. Under the circumstances, the citizens
requested that Blowers place their petition before the
governor, Sir John Wentworth, in council. After an
examination of the depositions, it was hoped that “such steps
will be taken, that will prevent in future such Outrageous
and destructive Conduct.” 1If assistance was not forthcoming
from the colonial government, however, the authors were
prepared to leave Nova Scotia.

We do not hesitate in saying That if such Conduct
is permitted to be practiced as the Officers of the

56Lieut. Commander J.D. Orkney to Jonathan Hames,
Shelburne, July 10, 1784, Nova Scotia Archives and Record
Management (henceforth NSARM), MG 1/952, 818.
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Whiting has been guilty of along this shore and

Harbour([,] the most valuable subjects [0of] the

Jersey Fishermen will remove to the UStates and

their fathers will follow unless justice is done

them. 57
In labeling themselves as the most valuable fishermen of the
province, the authors may have added a hint of bravado, since
Atlantic British America was dominated by fishermen, and by
1805, Nova Scotia was largely peopled by the descendants of
New England fishermen, a group well-practiced in the art of
fishing. Nonetheless, the fishermen understood well their
advantage in being positioned - geographically, commercially
and culturally - between the two rival powers; which is an
understanding frequently missed by historians. The fishermen
threatened to relocate to the United States if the colonial
authorities did not satisfy their demands. In so doing they
utilized the new nation, and all that it symbolized, to gain
leverage in an imperial setting. Here they recognized and
utilized a benefit open to them as British subjects residing
in Nova Scotia which was not available to mariners in the

home islands. The fishermen also, indirectly, demonstrated

the ways in which the United States remained an integral part

57Unnamed citizens of Shelburne to Chief Justice Blowers
Halifax, August 1, 1805, NSARM, MG 1/952, 824. A subsequent
draft of the letter edited the paragraph to read: “The fact
is this most valuable part of the Community on the south
shore of their Province will remove to the U.States, i.e. the
Fishermen with their Families and the Fathers will follow
unless justice is done them.” Unnamed citizens of Shelburne
to Chief Justice Blowers Halifax, August 1, 1805, NSARM, MG
1/952, 826.
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of the British imperial imagination. The new nation
presented an economic, cultural and even political orbit
within a larger imperial Atlantic sphere, neither fully
distinct from nor dependent on the metropole. As such, it
presented an alternative base of operations within the larger
Atlantic world. The American Revolution did not dissolve the
British Atlantic empire so much as it called into being a
reconfigured Anglo-American Atlantic commercial nexus. Given
imperial determination to separate the British Atlantic world
from that of the new nation, through the articulation of
boundaries marking the new relationship, the working of this

nexus would be contested, obscured and fitful.
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Chapter 1: Commerce, War and Identity

In other words, England began her career as

the greatest and most prosperous colonizing power

that the world has ever known without any fixed

policy, in fact, without any clear idea of what she

and her people were doing.!
Echoing John R. Seeley'’s famous remark, this quote by Charles
Andrews reinforces the conventional wisdom that England
possessed no clear design - imperial, maritime, commercial or

otherwise - for its empire over much of the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries.? Although promotional literature of the

era eagerly advertised the commercial potential of the
Americas, much of the early transatlantic colonization was
motivated by social, economic and religious pressures.

Slowly over the seventeenth century, staple crops, most
notably sugar and tobacco, provided a focus and incentive for
trade. Yet, there emerged no clear consensus regarding

commercial and/or maritime policies for the empire until well

1Charles M. Andrews, The Colonial Background of the
American Revolution (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1924),
p. 5; quoted in Daniel A. Baugh, "Maritime Strength and
Atlantic Commerce: The Uses of 'a Grand Marine Empire'," in
An Imperial State at War: Britain from 1689 to 1815, ed.
Lawrence Stone (London and New York: Routledge, 1994), p.
189.

2In 1883, Seeley observed that the British seemed “to
have conquered and peopled half the world in a fit of absence
of mind.” His comment, as shown by Andrews, has left a
lasting influence on the historiography of the British
empire. J. R. Seeley, Expansion of England (London, 1883),
p. 62.
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into the eighteenth century. During this era, the empire
expanded rapidly, often outpacing British public imagination
regarding its empire and official policy for its maintenance.
By the mid-eighteenth century, however, many Britons
recognized the significance of commerce in creating a
powerful and prosperous empire and, in turn, the role that
maritime-imperial complex played in the nation’s rising

3

international status. This chapter looks at the role of

commerce in helping to build and promote the empire at the
same time that it intertwined with imperial ideologies to
influence the national identity. Next, this analysis seeks
to understand the ways in which commercial identity
translated into the cultures of the British colonies, in

particular Nova Scotia.

Commercial Identity

A focus on the merchant community opens a window onto
the transmittal and evolution of cultural identity in the
Anglo-American Atlantic world. The eighteenth century
witnessed the phenomenal expansion and integration of an
empire many British, at home and in the colonies, considered
to be a truly commercial venture. In 1755, the directory The

Present State of Great Britain exclaimed that "Our trade is

3Baugh, p. 189.
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the most considerable of the whole world. Aand, indeed, Great

Britain is, of all other countries, the most proper for
trade."® A decade later William Blackstone captured this
popular sentiment when he described the English as "a polite
and commercial people."5 Media ranging from poetry and drama

to Parliamentary speeches, newspapers, pamphlets and sermons

proudly and endlessly proclaimed the belief that trade was
"the muscle and soul of Great Britain”.® Trade constituted

one element of commerce just as this sense of commercialism
or commercial virtue comprised one aspect of British national
and imperial identity. As Linda Colley has shown, events of
the eighteenth century - especially the prolonged wars - were
decisive in terms of formulating a newly-emerging “British”

consciousness and/or identity. The growing significance of

4Quoted in Linda Colley, Britons: Forging the Nation
1707-1837 (New Haven and London: Yale University Press,
1992), p. 60. J. Payne wrote in a similar vein, “We are, of
any nation, the best situated for trade; we are the best-
provided with good harbours; and we have all the conveniences
necessary to become the general mart of he world, and to
prescribe laws upon the ocean...” [J. Payne], The French
Encroachment Exposed, or, Britain’s Original Right to All
That Part of the American Continent Claimed by France Fully
Asserted...” (London, 1756), pp. 26-27; quoted in Eliga H.
Gould, The Persistence of Empire: British Political Culture
in the Age of the American Revolution (Chapel Hill and
London: University of North Carolina Press, 2000), p. 57.

5Quoted in Paul Langford, A Polite and Commercial
People: England 1727-1783, The New Oxford History of England
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989), p. 1.

6Colley, Britons, p. 59.
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commerce thus entered the public imagination at a formative
stage. Protestantism and liberty, during the eighteenth

century, intertwined with commercialism to stand as the
hallmarks of British character.’ 1In turn, commerce itself

became closely linked with both the Royal navy and the
expansion of imperial overseas possessions. As already
noted, David Armitage argues that ideologically Great Britain

perceived itself as an extended polity at once “Protestant,
commercial, maritime and free.”® By the eighteenth century,

commerce was a significant indicator of the progress of
Europeans in general and the modernity of Hanoverian Britain
in particular. Contemporaries noted a marked improvement in
the "manners, customs and habits" of the British people. As
the moralist John Brown commented in 1758, commerce, along
with liberty, had made the people more polite and civil,

reinforcing the "Spirit of Humanity" which had always

7Linda Colley has argued that Great Britain was "a land
of liberty because founded on Protestantism and commerce, " in
Colley, Britons, p. 103. More recently, Jack Greene has
realigned the order and significance of these traits.
According to Greene, both the British and their colonists
understood Protestantism and commerce to be dependent upon
their liberty. See Jack Greene, "Empire and Identity from the
Glorious Revolution to the American Revolution, " in The
Oxford History of the British Empire, vol. 2, The Eighteenth
Century, ed. P. J. Marshall (Oxford and New York: Oxford
University Press, 1998), p. 229. It is not my intent to
prove or disprove either argument, but to illuminate the
degree to which these three qualities came to be seen, by
historians and contemporaries alike, as peculiarly British.

8David Armitage, The Ideological Origins of the British
Empire (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), p. 195.
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distinguished Great Britain.” To a certain degree

commentators accredited this refinement of manners to the
growth and prosperity of the middle orders. The Scottish
philosopher, John Millar, viewed the proliferation and
influence of "merchants, moneyed men and farmers®" as one of
the most profound developments in British society since 1688.
By the time of Millar’s writing, the advancement of
capitalism - aided by the growth of commerce - had resulted
in the development of a clearly recognizable middle class

with its incumbent values of gentility, affluence and

© While the critics may not have fully appreciated

industry.?
the profound economic changes of the era, they saw the
effects of British commerce in diffusing wealth and thus
improving the standard of living and, seemingly, the mores of
the British people. While France and Holland were seen to
share in this definition of progress, Britain clearly stood
at the forefront with its remarkable political and financial
institutions standing alongside a vast and expansive empire.

Therefore, this sense of commercialism or commercial virtue

could be seen as an inherently and uniquely British

9John Brown, An Estimate of the Manners and Principles
of the Times (London, 1758), p. 15; quoted in Greene, *Empire
and Identity from the Glorious Revolution to the American
Revolution, * p. 217.

10Langford, p. 61.
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characteristic.?

This commercial spirit bespoke profound changes in the
nature of wealth, status and political power which did not go
uncontested. Economic and social differences revealed
general divisions and potential conflicts between members of
the landed interest and an emerging monied class, as
evidenced by the hostility directed towards the latter in the
rhetoric of the "Country" ideology. The landed elite
portrayed the monied interest as a threat not only to their
own position but, more importantly, to the moral health of
the nation. While the capitalistic spirit weathered its many
critics during the eighteenth century, charges proliferated

that Britain would be undermined by the schemes and

12

stockbroking of the London financiers. Despite the

importance relegated to commercial prowess, political power
remained affixed to landed property. Ideologies surrounding
property ownership were debated extensively throughout the
Anglo-American Atlantic political realm during the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries. Land literally secured and locked
the individual (or political citizen) to the state by the
nature of its immobility. As such, property ownership

ensured the individual’s self-interest in the well-being of

11Tbid., p. 2.

12H.V. Bowen, Elites, Enterprise and the Making of the
British Overseas Empire 1688-1775 (London: Macmillan Press
Ltd., 1996), pp. 64-65.
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the state. Conversely, commercial property - money, goods
and ships - appeared to be the very essence of mobility,
denying men of commerce the sense of stability inherent
within land. Qualifications regarding property ownership
barred those men men of trade and/or finance who did not
invest in land from entering the legislature. During the
eighteenth century, membership in the House of Commons

continued to be based upon landed wealth vice personal or
commercial wealth.!® Thus, those men of trade, finance and

the professions, who possessed political aspirations, found
it necessary to buy estates in order to procure entry into
the legislature. As the statistics demonstrate, this did not
prove a barrier for those professional men of substance with
political leanings. By 1790, approximately one-sixth of all
Members of Parliament (MPs) came from the commercial and/or
professional classes. Although these men were increasingly
able to influence policy-makers, Parliamentary politics and

matters of state continued to be controlled by members of the
landed elite.!® 1In social terms, the wealthier landowning

families rarely intermarried with those families still active
in trade. Nor was commerce seen as an occupation suitable

for the landed elite or their children. Commerce, which was

13In the eighteenth century the landed wealth
qualification was £600 for country members and £300 for
burgesses. Ibid., p. 51.

14Ibid., pp. 49-51.
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viewed as necessary and distinctly beneficial to the nation,
clearly was not the preferred avenue to wealth amongst the
aristocracy. Underlying this equivocal outlook was a

conviction that merchants were admirable members of society
so long as they knew - and kept - their place.15

A number of factors underlay the grudging acceptance of
commerce by members of the landowning class. At a very basic
level, landed men were so clearly and securely ensconced into
the social and political structure that they, along with MPs,
ministers and even monarchs, could afford to be tolerant of a
potentially rival class. In addition, geography played a
peculiar and very real role in acclimatizing the British
elite to commerce. Britain was the only great power whose
political capital was also its major commercial and
population center. In this setting, men of state could not
avoid contact with men of commerce, breeding a not
insubstantial degree of familiarity between the two groups.
The final rationale for the landed elite's interest in and
responsiveness to commerce was both pragmatic as well as
self-serving. Commerce was simply too lucrative and too
necessary to the nation to do otherwise. After 1688, the
commercial classes - ranging from financiers to merchants to
minor shopkeepers - supplied the long-term loans which funded

an average of 30 per cent of wartime expenditures. In the

15Colley, Britons, p. 60.
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American Wars this figure would reach nearly 40 per cent.
Such revenue was critical to a nation that was at war for
much of the eighteenth century. The statistics point to
fiscal realities in a political system which favored the
landed elite. The propertied class typically had much less
liquid capital to invest than did their counterparts in
trade. More significantly, in terms of national revenue,
domestic and foreign trade represented the primary source of
taxation. After the War of Spanish Succession ended in 1713,
due to the pressures from and the influence of the propertied
classes, the rate of land taxes were allowed to drop during
times of peace. Succeeding administrations recouped these
funds through custom dues on imports and excise taxes levied
on particular goods produced and/or distributed in Great
Britain. These items typically included beer, malt, candles,
soap, paper, etc. Up until the late eighteenth century,

customs dues and excise taxes furnished over 60 per cent of

government revenues.16

The ambivalent and often tense character of the
relations between landed and commercial classes should not
obscure their reciprocal interdependency. John Brewer has

argued that landowners were "deeply implicated in commercial

16Ibid., pp. 62-65; also see P. J. Cain and A. G.
Hopkins, British Imperialism. vol. 1, Innovation and
Expansion, 1688-1914 (London: Longman, 1993), pp. 1-100
passim.
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society, " as evidenced by the attention Parliament paid to

17

matters of trade, commerce and empire. To contemporaries,

this alliance reflected the realities and workings of a
modernizing state and an expanding empire. Already by the
late seventeenth century, Sir Josiah Child had opined that
the gentry and businessmen complemented one another, so that
in the realm of politics "a mixt assembly of noblemen,

gentlemen, and merchants are the best constitution that can
be established."!® Prior to 1775, then, most contemporaries

understood that Britain had become both a landed and a
commercial society. And, according to Linda Colley, up until
this date that alliance was mutually beneficial for both
parties. After 1775, however, a number of factors worked to
create tensions between the two classes, the most important
being the changing experience of war. Both the American War
and the French Wars inflicted severe damage on British
commerce, through attacks on and disruptions in trade, to a
degree unknown in earlier wars. The realization of this fact

caused the commercial classes to protest the landed elites'

predominance in government.19 The objections of the merchants

17John Brewer, The Sinews of Power: War, Money and the
English State, 1688-1783 (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 1990).

18Quoted in Bowen, p. 67.
19Colley, Britons, p. 100.
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underscore the reality that this alliance was never
inevitable. A shared cause or interest was needed to ally
these two powerful economic factions and empire provided one
such stake. Imperialism helped to redefine economic, social
and political relationships within the metropolis by
providing a common interest and increased opportunities
stretching across social classes. Frequently, empire
provided the context for the cooperation between varied elite
groups. At the same time, it focused attention away from
narrower, sectional concerns onto the broader national
interests. Through these types of alliances, we can
understand the ways in which empire forged links across
political and economic classes. In this way, imperialism
shaped a national interest and through it a cultural
identity, founded initially on landed interests, but
increasingly exemplified by an emerging, and highly visible,
commercial elite.

Recurrently over the eighteenth century, the colonies -
along with the trade and resources they provided - came to be
seen as key contributors to Britain's emergence as a great
power. In the early decades of the century, observers would
have defined the significance of empire largely in terms of
military and strategic advantages. By mid-century, however,
these same commentators would have numbered commercial
considerations amongst the greatest, if not the premier, of

imperial benefits. Writing in 1774, the political writer
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John Campbell believed that "the Establishments we have made
in all Parts of the World," symbolized British superiority.
These colonies represented "so many distinguishing
Testimonies, so many Trophies of our maritime Skill and naval
Strength, " which at the same time, "extend[ed] the Fame,

display[ed] the Power and support[ed] the Commerce of Great
Britain."?® 1In this statement, Campbell tellingly interwove

the definitive elements of the eighteenth-century perception
of empire. Britain's maritime prowess, along with the Royal
Navy, had secured colonies around the world, to the benefit
of the home country. 1In turn, this empire firmly established
Britain's position among the great European powers.
Campbell's contemporaries may have reversed his emphasis, to
assert that it was "Commerce" and the empire which supported
the navy and Britain's international stature. During the
century from roughly 1650 to 1750, policy-makers believed
that England's wealth was dependent upon the power to defend
both the nation and its trade. That same power,
concurrently, rested upon commerce and wealth. Commerce,
therefore, symbolized and safeguarded the wealth and security
of the nation at the same time that it gave meaning to Great

Britain's status as an international power. In 1735, Thomas

20John Campbell, A Political Survey of Britain: Being a
Series of Reflections on the Situation, Lands, Inhabitants,
Revenues, Colonies, and Commerce of this Island, 2 vols.
(London, 1774), II, pp. 563-564; quoted in Greene, *Empire
and Identity from the Glorious Revolution to the American
Revolution, " p. 220.
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Lediard caught this interdependency in the preface to his
book The Naval History of England. "That our trade is the
Mother and Nurse of our Seamen; Our Seamen the Life of our
Fleet; and our Fleet the Security and Protection of our

Trade: And that both together are the WEALTH, STRENGTH, and
GLORY of GREAT BRITAIN."?! 1In light of this

interconnectedness, Daniel Baugh has termed the British
Atlantic Empire a "maritime-imperial system." Prior to the
Seven Years'’ War, policy-makers understood the dual nature of
colonies. On the one hand, they threatened to become
potential burdens involving the government in unwanted
entanglements and expenses. As such, the acquisition of
actual territory was to be avoided. On the other hand,
colonies seemed to promise national advantages. From the
perspective of what has been termed a "blue water policy",
colonies could be seen as a stimulus to commerce by producing
both commodities for export and the necessary markets to
receive those goods. Moreover, colonies sustained overseas

naval bases as well as creating and enlarging the pool of

2

shipping and seamen.? Contemporaries proudly remarked that

the expansion of the empire and its related commerce had

provided valuable manpower that could be called upon during

21Thomas Lediard, The Naval History of England (London:
1735); quoted in Baugh, p. 195.

22Baugh, p. 186.
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times of military conflict. This was particularly true of

the number of seamen available through the merchant fleets,

both at home and in the colonies.?3

In the century leading up to the French Wars, this
mature trading system transformed the British Atlantic. The
early economic stages of plundering and adventuring had given
way to the stability of trade. This maritime-imperial system
with its component parts of trade, maritime power and
national wealth grew out of and at the same fostered a
complex and sophisticated commercial and financial realm at
home. Writing in 1757, Malachy Postlethwayt extolled the
virtues of this interdependency. "Spain, indeed, has greater
countries and more subjects in America, than we have, and yet
does not navigate in that trade a tenth part of the shipping
that we do." The Almighty had exhibited the foresight to
place "the true riches of this earth" such as rice, sugar,
tobacco and the like on its surface which, naturally,
required and thus benefitted shipping. This, in turn,

spawned "a power to defend our possession of them" without
which "all wealth is precarious".24 What Postlethwayt

neglected to mention was that shipping then generated and

231t has been estimated that during the 1750s, the Navy
absorbed approximately 60,000 men from a pool of some 70,000-
80,000 mariners. Bowen, p. 71.

24Malachy Postlethwayt, The Universal Dictionary of Trade
and Commerce 2d ed., 2 volumes (London, 1757), vol. II, p.
307; quoted in Baugh, p. 195.
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promoted invisibles of its own such as financing and
insurance. These invisibles, in turn, advanced the financial
revolution within Great Britain through such instruments and
services as credit, banking and marine insurance.

For all of the mercantilistic rhetoric of the century,
it would be a mistake to view the British Atlantic, in the
early decades, as a closed economic system. Commerce,
particularly in the Americas, operated at a much more
comprehensively multilateral basis than typically recognized
by either contemporaries or historians. While enumerated
goods were required to enter the metropole directly, other
items moved legally throughout the Atlantic. Southern Europe
and the Western Mediterranean especially, became important
markets for British colonial merchants. As in so many

instances, the major proviso to this trade demanded that it

5

be carried on British-flag vessels.? In theory, mercantilism

remained the favored economic system of the day, yet in
actuality, British commerce in the Atlantic was indicative of
a commercial ideology that encouraged and promoted an
increased volume of trade and "traffick". It would not be
until the latter decades of the eighteenth century that the
British would actually attempt to systematically apply a

mercantilistic ideology to the Atlantic, with disastrous

results.

25Baugh, p. 198.
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Within the highly active, integrated and international
commercial world of the eighteenth-century Atlantic, it
becomes necessary to understand the definition of such words
as 1illicit, illegal or contraband, when applied to colonial
trade. The prohibition against particular trades and/or
commodities, in many instances, was one-sided. For example,
whereas English (including colonial) trade may have been
forbidden by the Spaniards into Spanish America or by the
French into their West Indies islands, neither of these
trades was forbidden by the English Government. Daniel Baugh
has argued that the thriving multilateralism of British
Atlantic commerce resulted from deliberate metropolitan
policies rather than as a consequence of "salutary neglect".
Prior to the 1760s and 1770s, the metropole tested and
revoked regulatory measures based upon their ultimate
influence on the promotion of trade. Throughout the
seventeenth and even into the eighteenth centuries, British
commercial policy in the Atlantic was based upon a quid pro
quo. The metropolitan government sought customs revenues,
naval resources and commercial wealth to generate both credit
and taxes. For their part, colonists, merchants and shippers
acknowledged London's authority in exchange for naval
protection and access to the Atlantic commercial world. This
quid pro quo reflected a rough balance. If colonial
Protection during the early stages of empire was minimal, so

was the navy's ability to enforce commercial regulations.
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Later in the century, as the navy acquired the resources,
capacity and expertise to more adequately protect the major

trade routes it also demonstrated the capability to police
its own merchants more effectively.?®

Reminiscent of this sense of quid pro gquo, a mutual
dependence marked the relationship between commerce and Great
Britain. As already emphasized, national wealth, power and
prestige accrued from Great Britain's expanding commercial
activities. But to an equal, if not greater, extent the
mercantile community desired and needed the services provided
by the state. Domestic traders, at every level, sought
political stability which promoted and secured commercial and
credit transactions. Merchants trading into foreign and
overseas markets required naval protection on the more
dangerous sea routes. The government's investment in the
navy - and through it, the expansion of the empire - made
possible the phenomenal growth in overseas trade. And, the
state's aggressive pursuance of colonies benefited the entire
commercial community. As Linda Colley has argued, commercial
self-interest provided one rationale for a burgeoning
nationalism in the eighteenth century. In Great Britain,
various classes and interest groups, of which merchants were

only the most visible, came to see the newly-created nation

26Ibid., pp. 193-195.
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as a usable resource and a vehicle for their ambitions.?’

Historians have spoken of the "Americanization" or
"Westernization" of English overseas trade during the

eighteenth century, signifying the growing importance of the

Atlantic to national commerce.?® This should not obscure the

economic reality. As late as the Seven Years War,
continental Europe absorbed four-fifths of British domestic
exports and re-exports as well as providing the bulk of

imports; nonetheless, the colonial markets proved to be the

9

most dynamic sector of trade.? Contemporaries recognized not

27Colley, Britons, pp. 55-56.

28Bowen, p. 117. For discussions of the
“Americanization” of trade see, T. H. Breen, “‘Baubles of
Britain’: The American and Consumer Revolutions of the
Eighteenth Century.” Past and Present 119 (May 1988); and T.
H. Breen, “An Empire of Goods: The Anglicization of Colonial
America, 1690-1776,”" Journal of British Studies 25 (October

1986) .

29Colley, Britons, pp. 68-69. Here Colley relies on P.K.
O'Brien and S.L. Engerman, "Exports and the Growth of the
British Economy from the Glorious Revolution to the Peace of
Amiens", in B. Solow and S. L. Engerman (eds). Slavery and
the Rise of the Atlantic System (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1991). Bowen, on the other hand, states
that, between 1700 and 1775, the Atlantic replaced Europe as
the main destination for exported manufactures. Bowen cites
W. Schlote, British Overseas Trade from 1700 to 1939 (Oxford,
1952), p. 52; Brinley Thomas, The Industrial Revolution and
the Atlantic Economy. Selected Essays (1993), pp. 36-39;
D.A. Farnie, "The Commercial Empire of the Atlantic, 1607-
1783,; Economic History Review, XV (1962), p. 214. Jacob
Price would agree that the Europe remained Britain’s most
important markets (for exports and re-exports), however
contemporaries viewed the American markets as the most
dynamic which at times has skewed their overall commercial
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only the phenomenal growth in colonial trade but also its
growing importance in terms of the balance of payments. By
mid-century, re-exports of colonial goods counted for almost
40 per cent of all British exports. The bulk of these re-
exports entered European ports, helping to offset the cost of
imports. A substantial amount of the colonial produce,
however, remained in the domestic market for home
consumption. This factor constituted one of the most
profound aspects of cultural imperialization and/or

*Americanization”", as once exotic commodities became daily

0

fare within the home islands.?® Even though critics may have

been unable to precisely calculate or fix the value of the
American colonies' worth to the British empire, few would
have denied its significance. Adam Anderson echoed a common
sentiment when he defined the American plantations as "the

change in our national circumstances," which had founded the

Britannic Em.pire.31

Anderson's quote, by its very one-sidedness, contains

importance. See Jacob Price, “What Did Merchants Do?
Reflections on British Overseas Trade, 1660-1790,* Journal of
Economic History 49 (June 1989), pp. 271-272; also see Jacob
Price, *“The Transatlantic Economy,” in Colonial British
America: Essays in the New History of the Early Modern Era,
ed. Jack P. Greene and J. R. Pole (Baltimore and London:
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1984).

30Colley, Britons, p. 69.

31Greene, “Empire and Identity from the Glorious
Revolution to the American Revolution,"* p. 218.
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the seeds of discontent inherent within an evolving imperial
relationship. Particularly in the aftermath of the Seven
Years’ War, the American colonists saw themselves as British
subjects and fellow kinsmen, sharing the same notion of
liberty which Edmund Burke claimed distinguished the British
Empire from those of its European rivals. Britons such as
Anderson, nonetheless, tended to view their colonies as
dependent outposts of British commercial and strategic power.
At the time he wrote the fourth edition of Administration of
the Colonies in 1768, Thomas Pownall, the former Governor of
Massachusetts, perceived the shift occurring in current
imperial-commercial thought. According to Pownall, initially
"[tlhe laws of trade respecting America were framed and
enacted for the regulating of mere plantations." But the
spirit of commerce, progressing well beyond what either the
metropole or the colonies had anticipated, or even hoped, had
created a "very complex and extensive commercial interest."
The pursuance of this spirit had both established and raised
the metropole in commercial stature. That same pursuit,
moreover, had "extended the British dominions through every
part of the Atlantic Ocean, to the actually forming A GRAND
MARINE EMPIRE." Pownall showed that, although not
necessarily planned, a successful, lucrative and complex
commercial empire had grown up in the British Atlantic. To
tamper with the operation of this imperial-commercial

arrangement, as a number of statesmen were contemplating,
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could threaten its profitability or even viability. Pownall
warned that the strict enforcement of the Navigation Acts,
along with other regulations on colonial trade, would reduce
the colonies, once again, to "mere plantations." If Great
Britain were to reap the profits and benefits of its
colonies, the government "must examine thoroughly the state
of this commercial interest."™ Pownall believed the metropole

should remodel "the laws of trade" with the aim of creating
and sustaining "one great commercial dominion."3?

The political institutions of the North American

colonies had matured under a state of relative autonomy,
whether by “salutary neglect” or imperial intention.3® Aas

Pownall indicated, by the mid-eighteenth century, British

32Thomas Pownall, The Administration of the Colonies
(London, 1768), pp. 282-284 (italics, etc. in the original);
quoted in Baugh, pp. 207-208. This passage appears first in
Pownall's fourth edition; it also appears in the fifth
edition (1774), essentially unchanged.

33Edmund Burke deemed Britain’s early imperial
(non)policy one of *salutary neglect”. London, in effect,
permitted much of the crown’s and metropole’s power to
devolve onto provincial assembles and great trading
companies, not only in America, but elsewhere as in the
example of the East India Company. See, Gould, Persistence of
Empire, p. 16. Reminiscent of the earlier discussion of quid
pro quo commercial ideologies, in an earlier era, the
metropole did not have the resources or inclination to
strictly control political activities in the British North
American colonies, and as such granted a considerable degree
of latitude (and thus autonomy) in this arena to the local
assemblies. Later, during the eighteenth century, when
London possessed both the bureaucratic sophistication and
desire to control colonial politics, the Americans -
accustomed to their political freedom - would fiercely object
to metropolitan interference.
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officials had other designs for their colonies, commercially
and politically. On both sides of the Atlantic, the Seven
Years’ War and its settlement helped to foster a pivotal
divergence in perspective concerning the role of the American
colonies within the empire. The war clearly evidenced the
significance of the Americas in European designs, especially
those of Great Britain and France. The fighting not only
began in North America, but at key points, centered there as
well. More importantly, during the war the Anglo-American
imperial relationship was transformed in ways crucial for the
continued functioning of the empire. This shift came in
large part from the influence of William Pitt, who understood
more fully than most, that ultimate victory over France would
come in the Atlantic not on the European continent. In order
to pursue a blue-water strategy, Pitt recognized that the
metropole would need to secure the notoriously-recalcitrant
cooperation of the colonial legislatures, especially with
regards to troops and revenues. For his part, Pitt afforded
the colonial assemblies a level of parity uncommon in the
imperial-colonial relationship. The changes occurring on
both sides of the Atlantic regarding the future of this
imperial relationship were understood by few. The colonists
rightfully believed that they had shouldered their share of
the French and Indian War and thus expected to claim a
portion of the victory as their own. As a result they looked

forward to a more equitable imperial alliance in the future.
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Conversely, many officials and MPs came away from the war
convinced that the colonists must accept and play a much more
subordinate role in the emerging empire. Colonial behavior
during the war - including smuggling into the French West
Indies and legislative wrangling for imperial concessions -
confirmed British views that the colonists had become too

independent as well as arousing fears that the Americans

might seek actual independence.>!

For all the Parliamentary grumbling, the colonists were
practicing the customary tactics of center-peripheral
negotiations. Parliament could formulate and pass imperial

statutes, but only the colonies could formalize these through
their acceptance.35 As Jack Greene has shown recently, prior

to the nineteenth century empires and nations were
conglomerate affairs under which the individual entities
enjoyed considerable autonomy. Similarly, in these earlier
eras, law did not emanate automatically outward from the

center but had to be negotiated between the metropole and the

34Jack P. Greene, review of Crucible of War: The Seven
Years’ War and the Fate of Empire in British North America,
1754-1766 by Fred Anderson, in Times Literary Supplement
(August 25, 2000): pp. 8-9; also see, Jack P. Greene, “The
American Revolution: An Explanation,” chap. in Understanding
the American Revolution: Issues and Actors (Charlottesville:
University Press of Virginia, 1995).

35Jack P. Greene, Peripheries and Center: Constitutional
Development in the Extended Polities of the British Empire
and the United States, 1607-1788 (Athens: University of

Georgia Press, 1986).
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localities. The actual form that law took was based on both
what was customary and what would be obeyed.36 Reminiscent of

the quid pro guo relationship which operated between the
British navy and the merchant community and/or colonists, a
profound difference existed between what Parliament might
desire and thus dictate on the one hand, and what it could
enforce on the other. In the century and a half of empire,
the Atlantic assemblies had proven themselves quite adept at
mediating and modifying the dictates which Parliament had
sought to impose. The shift in perceptions which occurred
between 1754 and 1763, thus became acute for the continuance
of the imperial-colonial relationship. In that same century
and a half, Parliament had established, consolidated and
grown increasingly jealous of its own power, which it did not
intend now to share with colonials. Similarly, the American
colonists would soon come to an understanding of their own
power.

Benjamin Franklin, who was in London in 1759, recorded
these imperial frustrations in a letter to Isaac Norris. The
author related that John Carteret, the first Earl of
Granville and then president of the Privy Council, had
complained that the colonies slighted the king’s instructions
as if they were not binding in the colonies. Granville

assured Franklin that those rulings were not intended as

36See Greene, Peripheries and Center; and review of Fred
Anderson, Crucible of War.
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*little Pocket instructions” to be followed at the colonists’
discretion. Franklin adduced that the prevailing opinion
*among the Ministers and great men here, is, that the
Colonies have too many and too great Privileges; and that it
is not only the Interest of the Crown but of the Nation to
reduce them.” According to Franklin, imperial goals for the
American colonies could be surmised through the actions of
the Earl of Halifax, then president of the Board of Trade.
“[I]Jf his Sentiments were no other ways to be known, the
fruitless Experiment he has try’d at the Nation’s Cost, of a
military Government for a Colony, sufficiently shows what he
thinks would be best for us.” Here Franklin referred to
Halifax’s sponsorship of the colonizing of Nova Scotia with
British settlers in 1749. Even though the province was
established under civil government, the military presence

there was unmistakable and, as evidenced by Franklin,
disturbing to the Americans.’’ The New Englanders who

migrated to Nova Scotia in the first waves of settlement
perceived the administration as foreign to that which they

had left and many of these early migrants eventually returned

37Benjamin Franklin to Issac Norris, March 19, 1759;
published in Leonard W. Labaree, ed. The Papers of Benjamin
Franklin, vol. 9 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1965),
pPp. 293-294.
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home in disgust.3® In the aftermath of the Seven Years’ War,

again to the unease of the original British-American
settlements, the imperial military establishment grew
significantly with the occupation of Canada.

The demands of frequent wars against imperial and
commercial rivals left permanent marks on the developing
modern European states. War against formidable enemies
necessitated more centralized and efficient bureaucracies,
which produced fiscal and administrative innovations in its
wake. As already noted, after 1713 Great Britain preferenced
custom duties and excise taxes over land taxes. This shift
in itself profoundly and permanently shaped the British
state. The taxing of trade presented a huge and complex
assignment. Whereas calculating and collecting land tax
could be performed by a relatively small and inexperienced
staff, accurately assessing and measuring commerce required a
vast number of highly-specialized personnel. To some degree,
the excise was truly "modern", possessing a remarkably
effective administrative structure capable of regularly

policing some 100,000 commercial establishments. And this

38For a discussion of both Franklin’s attitudes - as well
as that of the early New Englanders - towards Nova Scotia,
see Gordon Stewart and George Rawlyk, A People Highly
Favoured by God: The Nova Scotia Yankees and the American
Revolution (Hamden, CT: Archon Books, 1972), pp. 5-10.
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modernization process left its imprint on the British state.®’

Such reforms could - and often did - mold the permanent
character of the developing nations. England favored the
navy as its primary weapon of defense and vehicle of commerce
in large part due to obvious geographical realities. The
formal institutionalization of and reliance upon the navy
came to define England (and later Great Britain) as a
maritime power. This process helped to create a national
image for external consumption as well as to reinforce

domestic cultural stereotypes, all of which depended upon the
sea.?l

Great Britain fought and won a series of long, costly
wars against its imperial rivals during the 1700s,
culminating in the stunning victory over France in 1760. It
is worth stressing that these wars were European in nature
even though they increasingly centered on the colonies,
especially those in the Americas. In the process, war
intimately linked, and even entangled, commerce with
imperialism. According to the economic philosophies of the
day, raw materials, commodities and markets were distinctly

and woefully finite. Therefore, resources and markets

39Thomas Ertman, "The Sinews of Power and European State-
Building Theory," in An Imperial State at War: Britain from
1689 to 1815, ed. Lawrence Stone (London and New York:
Routledge, 1994), pp 36-38.

40Baugh, p. 186.
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acquired by an imperial rival resulted in a direct loss to
the home country, eventually threatening its international
stature. Not surprisingly then, the state intervened to
promote and protect its commerce, which included the actual
markets along with the materials to supply them and the
carrying trade to service them. In these terms, the
eighteenth-century wars between the Atlantic-based empires

were in essence commercial wars and, increasingly, colonial

wars.®! As the military action of these wars steadily shifted

towards the peripheries, British public and political
interest in the empire grew. At the same time, these
conflicts forced the Atlantic colonists to share in Britain's
international fortune. Colonial sentiment during and after
the Seven Years’ War demonstrates the manner in which war
brought the empire home to the peripheries. As already seen,
British North Americans took considerable pride in the
metropole's success in 1760, convinced that they had
contributed substantially to the British victory. As this
suggests, the colonists could and did claim imperial
victories and fates as their own, incorporating the military,
maritime and commercial prowess of the metropole into their
own cultural identities. This process was particularly true
in Nova Scotia, where Britain'’s first major North American

military base was located.

41Langford, p. 3.
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wWar and Colonial Identity

As with the earlier American settlements, imperial wars
intimately linked Nova Scotia to the metropole, indeed even
more so given the military presence at Halifax. The task now
becomes one of understanding the manner in which British
cultural traits such as commercialism entered into the
colonial identity of Nova Scotia. According to Armitage, one
of the most popularly-held images (or myths) of the British
empire centered on the belief that it was an empire of the
seas. Britons traced this development back to the reign of
Elizabeth I and the Elizabethan sea-dogs. As already
discussed, this particular popular ideology was based - to a
certain degree - on reality; nreat Britain did control a
maritime empire which both the Royal Navy and the merchant
community had expanded and integrated. Actual maritime
mastery, however, would not be achieved until the successful
completion of the Napoleonic Wars. As such, many aspects of
this maritime mythology were created by - and then affixed
onto the national imagination - by nineteenth-century

celebrants of empire. For this process the Napoleonic Wars
. 42
were crucial.

By the time he wrote in 1865, the Nova Scotian historian

Beamish Murdoch had fully imbibed the maritime-imperial

42Armitage, p. 100.
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ideology and accepted it as a natural element of the colony’s
personality. In the preface to the third volume of his
History of Nova Scotia, or Acadia, Murdoch wrote: “It is not
so long ago, but that some living can remember when the
doctrine was universally received, that ‘Ships, colonies and

commerce’ were important, nay indispensable elements in the
dignity, success and security of an empire.”*® Murdoch

reiterated the classic formulation of Britain’s Atlantic
empire, linking ships, colonies and commerce. Next, he
admonished that it was to be “remembered that England’s glory
and renown has ever depended much on her navy, both military
and mercantile.” From a maritime-imperial perspective, Nova
Scotia helped to sustain - and, as such, shared - Britain’s
success and glory in the Atlantic by readily supplying
mariners to the empire. Moreover, in the critical years of
1793 to 1815, England’s possession and control of Nova Scotia

ensured that the imperial navies had a secure base *or home

w44

and resort on this side of the Atlantic. Similar to the

earlier response of the American colonists after the Seven
Years’ War, Murdoch situated Nova Scotia within the imperial
victories of 1815. Murdoch wrote fifty years after these

central events when a number of those still living could

43Beamish Murdoch, A History of Nova Scotia, or Acadia,
vol. 3 (Halifax, Nova Scotia: James Barnes, Printer and
Publish., 1865), pp. iv.

44Tbid., p. V.
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remember the commonplace acknowledgement of the maritime-
imperial system and Nova Scotia’s position within it.
Murdoch’s history tells us as much about his own era as it
does the past. 1In his preface, the author wrote:

In our maritime provinces we find a population so

assimilated with the British, in habits and

feelings, that they may be considered as identical;

- and perhaps more attached subjects of the empire,

more ready to exert themselves for her honor and

safety, could not be found in any county of England

herself, than in these the Lower provinces at a

geographical distance of some 3000 miles.45
Murdoch proclaimed Nova Scotia’s imperial identity at a
moment when it appeared to be challenged by the forces of
nationalism via Canadian Confederation in 1867. Absorption
into an inward-looking continental nation threatened elements
of the Maritime Provinces’ distinctive Atlantic and imperial
culture. From the vantage point of Murdoch looking back, the
Napoleonic Wars appeared to be a pivotal and nostalgic
moment. Not only did Nova Scotia profit from the wars
economically it also received a lion’s share of the
metropole’s attention - for the last time. Through the
imperial conflict, Murdoch undoubtedly mythologized the
empire and Nova Scotia’s role within it. Yet, he did not
seriously distort the picture so much as glorify the reality.
While the picture at the time was more varied, complex and

distinctly less romantic, the Scottish merchant, William

Forsyth, who lived through and operated within Napoleonic

45Ibid, p. v.
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Nova Scotia, would bear testimony to the fundamental accuracy
of Murdoch’s history. And it is through the French Wars and

William Forsyth that we can begin to trace the transmittal of

a commercial/imperial identity to Nova Scotia.?®

War proved to be a fickle tool for securing commerce and
colonies alike. Within a decade of the humiliating defeat in
the American Revolutionary War, Great Britain and its
remaining colonies were once again drawn into a global
conflict with imperial France via the Revolutionary and
French Wars. The correspondence of the Scotsman, William
Forsyth, provides a day-to-day perspective of a merchant
fully enmeshed in the commercial and imperial labyrinths of
the Atlantic. Forsyth’s contacts extended throughout British
North America, including Quebec, Newfoundland, Cape Breton
and then back to Great Britain. The letters portray both the
commercial and imperial vicissitudes of wartime from the
perspective of the peripheries in Nova Scotia.
Simultaneously, the correspondence illustrates the degree to
which the fate of the colonies was intricately bound to that
of the imperial center. In his correspondence of late

September and early October 1796, Forsyth recounted the

46England (and then Great Britain) was at war for much of
the eighteenth century. While the wars, in and of
themselves, have received considerable attention, only
recently have historians understood the centrality of war in
the development of the nation, state, economy, society and
identity. See H. V. Bowen, War and British Society, 1688-
1815. New Studies in Economic and Social History (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1998), pp. 1-4.
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activities of the French navy off the coasts of Nova Scotia
and Newfoundland. Writing to business associates Messrs
Lester and Morragh in Quebec, he told of a superior French
fleet inflicting damage upon the coast of Newfoundland. Even
though he concluded that the combined British fleet in the

region was inferior to that of the French, Forsyth believed
Halifax to be safe.?’ "We are not apprehensive of an attack
upon this place, but they may do much mischief upon the

Coast."*® On the following day, September 24, 1796, Forsyth

relayed specific details of the attack to Messrs Robert Livie
and Company of London. "[W]e have received accounts of a
French squadron consisting of 5 Ships of the line 2 frigates

& 2 Corvettes having gone into the Bay of Bulls

nd9

[Newfoundland] & destroyed a great deal of property. One

week later, Forsyth wrote to Laurence Kavanaugh of Arichat on
Cape Breton Island expanding upon his original description.

"When the accounts came away the French were destroying all

47"Qur squadron is cruising to the Southward & if they
were here & joined Admiral Sir James Wallace they would be
inferior to the French." William Forsyth to Messrs Lester and
Morragh, Quebec, September 23, 1796, NSARM, MG3/150.

48Ibid.

49William Forsyth to Messrs Robert Livie & Co, London,
September 24, 1796, NSARM, MG3/150.
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the property in the harbour."?® These letters referred to the

attacks launched by Admiral Richery, who had eluded the
British blockade at Toulon. He then sailed to Newfoundland,
where he harassed local fishing communities and seized
several merchantmen before returning home.

As the Atlantic empires increased in significance over
the course of the eighteenth-century, military action had
followed the Anglo-French rivalry into the peripheries.
During the Napoleonic Wars, rumors abounded in both the
British Isles and the maritime colonies of imminent French
invasions, creating a common fear for subjects in both
locales. Napoleon's Army of England represented the greatest
invasionary force ever assembled against Great Britain, up
until that time. Those living between 1793 and 1815 could
not know that the French Army would fail in their repeated
promises to transfer the war across the Channel to British
shores. As evidence, diaries and letters of the era reflect
British fears of a violent French invasion. Those fears were

heightened, throughout the war, by French expeditionary

51

forces sent against Ireland and Wales. As strategic and/or

50William Forsyth to Lawrence Kavanaugh, Arichat, October
1, 1796, NSARM, MG3/150.

51In April 1797 Forsyth wrote to Andrew Thomson in
Newfoundland regarding the abortive invasion of Ireland in
1796. "The French made an attempt to Invade Ireland. This
fleet were dispensed by a severe Storm. One Boat with some
officers only landed & were made prisoners. The expedition
was entirely frusterated but they give out that another
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commercial outposts of the British empire, the maritime
colonies were equally vulnerable to French naval forces
during times of conflict. And since the main body of the
British Fleet remained close to home, the colonists may have
justifiably felt more susceptible to attack.

With Halifax seemingly safe in September 1796, Forsyth's
letters reflected equal if not more concern for the general
well being of commerce itself than for the maritime
inhabitants. Forsyth particularly worried about the effect
of current conditions on local commodities and their markets.
For example, in his letter to Kavanaugh, Forsyth contemplated
how the French attack on Newfoundland would influence the
price of fish. "Should they destroy much of the Fish on the
Island, it may probably have some effect on the price."™ But
the larger issue was the market; a concern which placed the
maritime colonies in a shared predicament and experience with
Anglo-American merchants and fishermen across the Western
Atlantic. "We are much at a loss to know what market to send
Merchantable fish to, in case we have war with Spain, the

Portuguese markets only will be open to us, & they in all

attempt will be made." Forsyth was referring to the French
force under Admiral de Galles, which left Brest on December
15, 1796. The ill-fitted fleet suffered from poor management
and foul weather. A portion arrived in Bantry Bay on
December 21, but the weather prevented a landing and the
ships turned for home. Five ships were lost in storms, while
six more were captured by the British. William Forsyth to
Messrs Andrew Thomson & Co., Newfoundland, April 6, 1797,
NSARM, MG3/150. Also see Colley, Britons. pp. 286-306.
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probability will be glutted." Forsyth included in his letter
a request for Kavanaugh to forward the price of fish at
Arichat as soon as it was fixed. He closed the letter with

the hope that there was "no danger of the French paying"
Arichat a visit.>? This letter underscores the tribulations

of colonial merchants in determining markets, commodities and
prices during times of conflict. War did not create the
situation per se, since speculation was a normal function of
the merchant's practice. However, hostilities greatly
intensified and complicated the process.

The correspondence demonstrates mutual vulnerabilities,
personal and commercial, between the colonies and Great
Britain. For example, attacks staged against the colonies
often reverberated through imperial financial circles. On
October 8, 1796, Forsyth wrote to his senior partner, James
Hunter, regarding the attack on Newfoundland. " [T]he

destruction of so much property will be a great national loss

n53

& will be heavily felt by many individuals. Here, Forsyth

directly equated the attack on the Bay of Bulls with
*national” interests and concerns in Britain. At the same

time, he touched upon the commercial bonds connecting the

52William Forsyth to Lawrence Kavanaugh, Arichat, October
1, 1796, NSARM, MG3/150.

53William Forsyth to Messrs James Hunter & Co., Greenock,
Scotland, October 8, 1796, NSARM, MG3/150.
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British Atlantic world, for the partnerships of both James
Hunter and Company as well as Hunter, Robertson and Company
had extensive business activities in Newfoundland. In times
of imperial conflict, such companies faced the disruption of
business, at the least, and the actual loss of property
and/or investments, at the worst.

Apprehensions on the part of both officials and the
populace regarding French intentions are evident in the
correspondence. In his letter to James Hunter, Forsyth
"feared that the Quebec fleet consisting of 14 Sail under
convoy of the Pearl Frigate has falln into the hands of the

French. They went through the Straits of Bellisle, where

three French frigates were cruising at the same time."°*

Nearly a year later, on September 18, 1797, Forsyth returned

to the subject of the French in writing to his contact Andrew
Thomson in St. John's, Newfoundland.®® According to

information received from the governor of Nova Scotia, Sir
John Wentworth, the French were planning another attack upon
Newfoundland and, this time, possibly Nova Scotia.
Supposedly, the French intended to dispatch several small
squadrons from various Atlantic ports to the Western Islands,

where they would rendezvous for the assault on Newfoundland.

54Tbid.

55Andrew Thomson and Company, out of Greenock, seems to
have had substantial dealings with James Hunter and Company,
providing a link to Forsyth.
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After reducing the colony, the French would proceed "from
thence to attempt either the River St. Laurence in
expectation of getting the Canadians to join them, or Halifax
in case the season should be too far gone before they can
leave Newfoundland." Forsyth assured Thomson that there was
little likelihood of such an event, but thought "it right to

communicate to you the information we receive in case it can

u56

be of any service to you. Here Forsyth relays local and

imperial prejudices regarding the French Canadians whom the
Anglo-American population eyed warily. Evidencing their own
intimate ties to the metropole, the Nova Scotians assumed or
suspected that the Canadians would support a successful
French invasion. In contrast, the correspondence between
Forsyth and his Anglo associates in Quebec, Lester and
Morrogh, makes no mention of doubts regarding Canadian
loyalty.

By comparing this letter with those that follow, we can
understand the uncertainties of Nova Scotians surrounding
French aims. In addition, the letters highlight the
confusions prevalent in heavily trafficked areas such as Nova
Scotia and Newfoundland in determining the origins and
nationalities - and, ultimately, objectives - of the ships
sailing in the vicinity. In the October letter addressed to

Hunter, Forsyth cited reports of "10 sail of the line[,] 5

56William Forsyth to Messrs Andrew Thomson & Co.,
Newfoundland, September 18, 1797, NSARM, MG3/150.
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Frigates & some Transport having been seen in Lat: 46 & Lon:
39([,] standing to the Westward. We hope it may be a British

Fleet in quest of the French squadron,®" which had recently

7

attacked the Bay of Bulls.®’ On June 20, 1798 Forsyth wrote

in a similar vein to Thomson at St. John's. "It is reported
that five French frigates were cruizing to the Eastward of
the grand Banks, but as you do not mention it, we suppose it
is without foundation." At that time, "all" of the British
fleet was in harbor at Halifax, with the exception of "a few
small Vessels". Forsyth concluded that the British "could

have sent a squadron in pursuit of the Enemy, had there been

certain information of their being upon the Banks . "8

Situated in the naval base of Halifax, Forsyth occupied a

position of relative security in comparison to merchants such

59

as Thomson located in distant ports like St. John's He also

had access to official and local knowledge regarding the
actions of the British Navy. At the time of the attack on

the Bay of Bulls, Forsyth had determined the British naval

57William Forsyth, Halifax, to Messrs James Hunter & Co.,
Greenoch, Scotland, October 8, 1796, NSARM, MG3/150.

58William Forsyth to Messrs Andrew Thomson & Co., St.
Johns, Newfoundland; June 20, 1798, NSARM, MG3/150.

59Following the October 1796 attack on the Bay of Bulls,
Forsyth wrote to Thomson: "We were so long without any
intelligence that we began to be apprehensive they [French]
had got possession [0f] St. Johns." William Forsyth to Andrew
Thomson & Co., Newfoundland, October 28, 1796, NSARM,
MG3/150.
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strength in the area to be inferior to that of the French.
Thus, in writing to Thomson on October 28, 1796, he had no
answer as to why the French had not pursued their advantage

in the attack upon Newfoundland. "They [French] going off &

60

doing so little mischief is very unaccountable." Forsyth's

puzzlement over French actions may reflect the culmination,
or even apex, of the first stages of Britain's imperial war
design which, in turn emerged out of a much larger naval
ideology.

The centerpiece of British naval doctrine from the 1740s
onwards, remained the deployment of the Western Squadron,
situating the main fleet to the westward, off the mouth of
the Channel. This minimal naval policy reflected Britain's
commercial (vice military) image of and designs for its
Atlantic empire.®’ 1In contrast, the French administration in
North America early on exhibited a decidedly military

2

character.®® By the time the British acquired Canada after

the Seven Years’ war, their imperial philosophy had begun to

change. As a consequence, they too would install a

60Ibid.

6IN.A.M. Rodger, "Sea Power and Empire, 1688-1793," in
The Oxford History of the British Empire, vol. 2, The
Eighteenth Century, ed. P.J. Marshall (Oxford and New York:
Oxford University Press, 1998), p. 169.

62W. J. Eccles, France 1n America (New York: Harper and
Row, 1972).
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recognizably military bureaucracy in Canada. But in the
early decades of Britain's North American empire, mercantile
objectives outweighed military considerations.

A naval policy focusing on a strategy such as the
Western Squadron implicitly recognized the centrality of the
European continent to British affairs. Even though the
French Wars illustrate the complex nature of an imperial,
global rivalry, this should not obscure the reality that, for
both countries, the ultimate goal was European stability
and/or dominance. In the initial stages of the French Wars,

William Pitt's administration concentrated on imperial

63

victories. This reflected the dual and ambivalent nature of

Britain'’s international policy and geographical position.
Geographically divorced from the continent, Britain
nonetheless sought commercial and political predominance
there. Simultaneously, through such policies such as
unilateralism, British officials and the public seemed to
shun entanglements with Europe. Eventually Pitt'’s
concentration on the peripheries would be abandoned as Europe
moved to the center of British war designs. Throughout the
prolonged conflict, Britain stood between two hard realities:
Napoleon could not be defeated in the empire, but neither
could Britain sustain its war effort without imperial

resources. For these reasons, amongst others, the colonies

63Paul M. Kennedy, The Rise and Fall of British Naval
Mastery (London: Ashfield Press, 1976), pp. 128-129.
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remained a focal point of the French Wars.
Following the French declaration of war on February 1,

1793, the Home Secretary, Henry Dundas, sought to permanently
remove France as a naval threat.® During that year, Dundas

told Sir Gilbert Elliot that following a decisive blow "to
the French naval power the capture of the West Indian islands
will prevent their restoring it, and this he states as the
principal object proposed by the war in favour of Great
Britain in compensation for our charge in it." Clearly,
Dundas' naval strategy mirrored Britain's own maritime-
imperial ideology. In this schema, the sinews of power
rested on such necessities as the wealth accrued from
colonies along with skilled seamen and a soluable merchant
marine to provide continual training. Dundas understood that
it was crucial for Britain "to provide new and beneficial

markets, as a substitute for those in which there is a

w65

temporary interruption. But the imperial war strategy was

also, in part, reactionary. When Dundas told Elliot that "if
these great blows can be struck...this country...may probably
long rest in quiet," he harked back to the American War.

Reflecting upon that loss, Dundas determined to eliminate the

64In 1794, Dundas became Secretary of State for War.
65Dundas quoted in Kennedy, p. 129.
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French naval menace which had secured Britain's defeat.®®

The establishment of a worldwide convoy system
represented a pragmatic response to the demands placed upon
the British navy and to the exigencies of global war on the
seas. Given that Britain had staked the seas out as the
primary theater of war, sheer numerical superiority in the
size of its fleets could not guarantee success and the Royal
navy frequently felt harrassed to perform the multitude of
tasks required of it. Capital ships and frigates were needed
to hold the Mediterannean, to watch French and Spanish bases
on the Atlantic, to guard against the Dutch, to patrol the
Baltic, to launch and assist colonial expeditions, to protect
the coastal operations of British and allied troops, and,
finally, to escort convoys. All of these activities severely

strained naval resources and manpower at the same time that
they dispersed British ships around the world.®’ At a very

basic level, protective measures such as the convoy system
reflected the value of British commerce to the nation and the
necessity of protecting it. According to contemporary
reckonings, approximately 11,000 British merchant vessels

were lost or captured between 1793 and 1815. One obvious

66Michael Duffy, "World-Wide War and British Expansion,
1793-1815," in The Oxford History of the British Empire, vol.
2, The Eighteenth Century, ed. Marshall, pp. 186-187. Sir
Gilbert Elliot's journal entry, September 8-9, 1793; quoted
in Duffy, p. 187.

67Kennedy, pp. 124-125.
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result of such losses was the dramatic increase in marine
insurance rates. The outcry from various sectors of the
British public, including the Press, shipping and trading
firms, and mercantile lobbies, forced the Admiralty to adopt
protective measures. The most effective of these came
through the creation of a worldwide convoy system, which the
Admiralty implemented in collaboration with Lloyd's of
London. Through the Convoy Acts of 1793, 1798 and 1803, the
two offices - the Admiralty and Lloyd's - were able to impose
the convoy system on a largely reluctant shipping industry.
In hindsight, the system undoubtedly provided much needed
protection on the overseas trade routes and reduced shipping
losses. At the time, however, merchants and shipowners had

ample cause for concern and even resentment over the delays
and added cost of shipping.®®

Using the Royal Navy to convoy merchant ships across the
Atlantic exemplified British commitment to both commerce and
empire, which became intertwined in this instance.
Concurrently, it visibly exemplified the British presence in
colonial minds. From the perspective of merchants such as
Forsyth, the convoys were decidedly a mixed blessing, which,
at one level, echoed colonial frustrations with the imperial
relationship. Forsyth showed his ambivalence towards the

system when writing to Lester and Morrogh in Quebec. From

68Ibid., p. 132.
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the merchant’s perspective the convoys seemed to incur costly
delays without providing the promised protection. In May
1798, Forsyth commiserated with Lester and Morrogh over the
"unpleasant accounts" regarding their autumn ships. "Winter
convoys are of little avail."® Here, the Halifax merchant
recounted his own experience:

"In the fall 1794 we sent three mast Ships for the

Channel, and two other Ships for Greenock, under

convoy of two Frigates, and altho' our five Ships,

and two transports were all the ships of war had to

convoy, the whole parted about the Banks of

Newfoundland & did not see each other till they
arrived at their destined ports."®°

The Navy was challenged to adequately protect Atlantic trade,
including that to and from North America. It was not
untypical for as many as fifty to seventy merchant vessels to
be guarded by a single brig or sloop on the voyage across the
Atlantic. By 1804, Lloyd's protested the scarcity of escort
vessels in the Maritime Atlantic trade. Moreover, merchants
frequently complained that their ships became separated from
the escort vessels during military engagements, leaving them
unprotected. Similar separations were brought on by storms

at sea, which left the merchant ships to navigate their own

course across the Atlantic without benefit of escort.’® The

69William Forsyth to Messrs Lester & Morrogh, Quebec, May
30, 1798, NSARM, MG3/150.

70A.C. Wardle, "The Newfoundland Trade," in The Trade
Winds: A Study of British Overseas Trade during the French
Wars 1793-1815, ed. C. Northcote Parkinson (London: George
Allen and Unwin Ltd., 1948), pp. 234-237.
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Royal navy's insistence upon the use of convoys illustrates
official concern over the welfare of Atlantic commerce. As
Forsyth's comments demonstrate, however, this attention did
not center on nor take its cue from colonial merchants.
Rather, this heed reflected pressure from factions involved
in Atlantic trade within Great Britain, including the
government, the mercantile community and Lloyds of London.

The British use of convoys, during this era, provides an
insight into the shifting and seemingly contradictory
imperial stance towards the role of the United States within
the Atlantic empire. Simultaneously, the following incident
allows us to place the Anglo-American commercial nexus within
the realities of the larger Atlantic world. In September
1798, Forsyth wrote to American merchants in Boston, New York
and Philadelphia on the issue of British convoys. Admiral
Vandeput had suggested conducting a regularly scheduled
convoy from Halifax to England each spring and fall, with the
possibility of one in mid-summer. Apparently, the British
navy was encouraging American merchants to join the
transatlantic escorts. In a letter to Hugh Pollock and
Company of New York, Forsyth wrote: "If your Government were
to make application" to the appropriate British officials,

"we imagine a plan of this kind would be immediately

ad.opted."71 Admiral Vandeput's proposal highlights the often

71William Forsyth to Messrs Hugh Pollock and Company, New
York, September 8, 1798, NSARM, MG3/150.
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undecided nature of Anglo-American relations in the Atlantic
during the post-Revolutionary years. At a time when many
policy-makers argued for the total exclusion of the United
States from their trading spheres, this offer, at least
tacitly, recognized the nation's commercial significance to
the empire. More significantly, Forsyth's letters
demonstrate Britain's uncertainty regarding the future
commercial role of the United States. This incertitude
provided a constant source of tension into the relations
between Great Britain, the United States and Nova Scotia in
the decades to come. In addition, the offer may have
reflected Great Britain's determination to prevent the United
States from entering the Napoleonic Wars. The British may
well have been attempting to favor the American government,
through its merchants, in order to keep them neutral or even
friendly towards their recent enemy. More broadly, the
British offer of convoy services demonstrates that the Anglo-
Americans operated within in an Atlantic world which
developed customs and institutions of its own. Given the
geographical expanse of the Atlantic, over the centuries of
European imperialism, ships had traveled in convoy to offer
one another protection in the face of storms. That the
British navy was now stretched to provide adequate protection
to its own commercial fleets merely acknowledged a situation
that existed over those centuries. Moreover, in the days

before steam, ships shared the Atlantic’s shipping lanes to
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take advantage of the most favorable winds and currents.’?

By
offering to convoy U.S. merchant ships, the British were
acknowledging both the significance of the new nation to
British commerce and its membership in the Atlantic world.

Colonial views and attitudes toward British involvement
in the Napoleonic Wars provide a vantage point from which to
observe the transmission of cultural identities from the
metropole to its peripheries. As already discussed, the
prolonged conflict posed commercial difficulties, real and
potential, for colonial merchants such as Forsyth. Yet,
reminiscent of American reaction during the Seven Years War,
the colonists also demonstrated interest and involvement at a
more personal, perhaps sentimental, level. In so doing, the
British colonists allied themselves to the fortunes of the
imperial center and, thereby, envisioned and even created a
shared fate and/or identity with the subjects at home. 1In
what proved to be a frequent refrain throughout the

letterbook, Forsyth voiced colonial and British hopes for a

w73

general peace "which we trust is not too far off. In

reality, the war would continue for another two decades. 1In

seeking, forwarding and interpreting news, Forsyth provides a

72Nicholas Canny, “Writing Atlantic History; or,
Reconfiguring the History of Colonial British America,”
Journal of American History (December 1999), p. 1108.

73William Forsyth to Messrs Robert Livie & Co., London,
June 27, 1797, NSARM, MG3/150.
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glimpse into colonial opinion regarding the conflict which
echoes Murdoch’s imperial sentiments. For example, in
November 1797, Forsyth received reports of an engagement
between the British and Dutch Fleets off the coast of
Holland. "A Ship arrived this morning in 32 days passage

from Cork. She brings the agreeable news of Admiral Duncan

w74

having engaged & beaten the Dutch fleet. This letter

stands in contrast to similar correspondence, in which the
merchant used the new information to speculate on markets and
commodities. Here, Forsyth had written to his business
associates Messrs Saidler and Waterbury in New York

requesting a balance on his current account as "we shall then
be closing our accounts for the season."’? Upon completing

the brief business matters at hand, Forsyth detailed the
current news pertaining to the war and the British navy. In
relating the naval success to his American correspondents,
Forsyth clearly took obvious satisfaction from Great
Britain's victory.

Along similar lines, the colonials sensed and partook of

Britain's misfortunes. In March 1798, Forsyth wrote to

74William Forsyth to Messrs Saidler & Waterbury, New
York, November 18, 1797, NSARM, MG3/150. Here Forsyth
referred to the Battle of Camperdown. British Admiral Adam
Duncan attacked Admiral Jan Willem de Winter's Dutch fleet as
it sailed out of Texel. While suffering severe damage, the
British fleet captured nine vessels, including the flagship.

75William Forsyth to Messrs Saidler & Waterbury, New
York, November 18, 1797, NSARM, MG3/150.
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Robert Livie and Company that the Nova Scotians were still
awaiting the February mail packet. We "pray it may bring us
good accounts from Europe, but we confess our fears.*
Forsyth continued, "The situation of Public affairs is very

Gloomy & every arrival seems to add to it....The times are
perilous indeed."’® Thus, "Public affairs" affecting the home

islands had significance for the colonists. More
perceptively, Forsyth understood the role played by colonies
caught in imperial conflicts. In 1799, Henry Dundas declared
that "Great Britain can at no time propose to maintain an
extensive and complicated war but by destroying the colonial
resources of our enemies and adding proportionately to our

own commercial resources, which are, and must ever be the
sole basis of our maritime strength."’’ 1In writing to Livie

in 1798, Forsyth had predicted this sentiment with regards to
Spain, if it were to become involved in the war. *“If the
Spaniards act hostile (& they dare not do otherwise) they may

bid adieu to their possessions on this side of the

Atlantic.*’® Nova Scotians such as William Forsyth as well as

76William Forsyth to Messr Robert Livie & Co., London,
March 30, 1798, NSARM, MG3/150.

770riginally quoted in Edward Ingram, ed., Two Views of
British India: The Private Correspondence of Mr. Dundas and
Lord wellesley: 1798-1802 (Bath, 1970), p.206; here quoted in
Duffy, p. 191.

78William Forsyth to Messr Robert Livie & Co., London,
March 30, 1798, NSARM, MG3/150.

102



their fellow Euro-Americans in the Atlantic world understood
that, in an imperial conflict, the fate of the colonies
followed that of the center.

Decades after these events had unfolded, Beamish Murdoch
reiterated the imperial-maritime mythology which romanticized
colonies, commerce and ships in order to bond the metropole
to its peripheries. Later Victorians, such as Murdoch,
developed and embellished these imperial, national and
colonial images. Merchants, such as William Forsyth, through
their daily activities and wartime trade, had laid the
groundwork for the myths, at the same time helping to implant

a commercial ideal into Nova Scotian culture.
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Chapter 2: Patterns of Merchant Activities in the
Eighteenth Century British Atlantic World

Finding it hard to get money, I write
this advertisement: “All persons that have
accounts open with me, are desired to settle
them immediately. And those that have long
been in my debt, either by book or note, are
desired to pay their respective balance, or
they may expect to be sued at the February
Court. And as I determine to alter my method
of dealing, I desire that no person would
apply to me for any article on credit.l

The New England merchant, Simeon Perkins, recorded the
above advertisement in his diary on October 9, 1766.
Perkins had migrated to Liverpool, Nova Scotia from

Norwich, Connecticut in 1764, arriving amongst the first
waves of New Englanders to the now-British colony.2
Early American historiography has frequently situated
Nova Scotia within a “Greater New England”. This
process did not begin, however, with the arrival of the

American settlers to the colony. For, merchants from

1The Diary of Simeon Perkins, 1766-1780, vol. I, October
9, 1766 (Toronto: The Champlain Society, 1948-1978). The
Diary of Simeon Perkins (hereafter referred to as Perkins,
followed by the volume number) was published in five volumes
under three editors: Harold A. Innis, D. C. Harvey and
Charles Bruce Fergusson.

2In November 1767, Perkins left Nova Scotia and returned
to his home in Norwich, Connecticut. By June 1769, Perkins
was back in Liverpool where he cautiously resorted to the
issuance of credit. At that time he wrote: “Get goods in my
shop, and find quick sales. Sell principally on short credit
to people I think punctual, and will pay in fish.” Perkins,
vol. I, June 19, 1769.

104



the southern colonies had earlier drawn the Acadians
into their trading networks. Thus, Perkins moved into a
region already familiar to New England commercial
circles. Perkins himself is not remembered historically
as a merchant, although his commercial success - while
moderate - was not inconsequential in the harsh economic
terrain of Nova Scotia. Rather, Perkins is noted as the
colony’s diarist. Over the course of five decades
(between 1764 and 1812), seemingly little escaped the
notice of Perkins’ omnipresent diary. Through Perkins’
recordings, detailing everything from the momentous to
the mundane, it is possible to envision the ways in
which Nova Scotia (a marginal colony and/or economic
outpost) formed an integral part of the greater Anglo-
American Atlantic commercial nexus.

Writing in the early and uncertain years of Anglo
settlement in Nova Scotia, Simeon Perkins seems worlds
apart on a number of planes - geographical, social,
financial - from the merchant princes and financiers of
Great Britain. Yet a series of commonalities served to
join the wide array of individuals who maneuvered within
the broad rubric of the British Atlantic commercial
nexus. It is a commonplace that during the eighteenth
century, merchants operated within a burgeoning empire.
More significantly, it was the activities of these

merchants - ranging from the gentlemanly capitalists of
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London to small traders in the colonies - which served
to augment, develop and integrate the empire. The
increasingly global nature of that empire opened new
markets and vistas to the merchants, whether in far away
Asia or in the extremes of the North Atlantic in
Southern Europe. All, like Perkins, accepted financial
risk even if begrudgingly. With the rise of
transatlantic shipping, merchants were forced to accept
even longer turn around periods on their capital. As
with the empire, merchants benefited from the
consolidation of Britain’s financial revolution even as
their own dealings and resources furthered it. The
availability of easy credit was key to both the
financial revolution and the expansion of the commercial
empire. Merchants, ranging from small colonial
merchants such as Perkins to the merchant princes,
provided and stimulated the development of credit. To
understand the role that commerce played in both the
development of Great Britain and its empire this chapter
seeks to place merchants within the realm of the Anglo-
American Atlantic, following the activities of Atlantic
merchants from the home islands to the original North
American colonies and finally to Nova Scotia. Within
the context of their commercial transactions and
speculations, merchants expanded and developed the

economic, social, cultural and political realms of the

106



empire. Moving from the fringes of social and
commercial power, many of these individuals employed the
resources of the empire to improve their own situation.
Their choices, which were shaped by a multitude of
personal and impersonal factors, often operated on a
number of planes with consequences for the political,
economic and social arenas of the Atlantic. As imperial
tensions intensified during the 1760s and 1770s, the
commercial system created by the metropole and colonies
alike, served to provide the original thirteen colonies
with a number of options, including independence.

During those same decades, Nova Scotia would also be
faced with imperial decisions and its alignment helped

to shape the post-Revolutionary Anglo-American Atlantic.

The Associates

Easy credit promoted the expansion of British
exports in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,
especially into southern Europe and the Americas. The
latter region especially, with its incessant need for
labor and desire for manufactured goods, sought easy
credit to provide capital for both development and
consumption. The English were better able to exploit
this demand, since they appear to have utilized credit

more readily and fully than their European competitors.

107



According to a partner in the Amsterdam merchant house
of Hope & Company, "They [British] are of all nations

the least difficult to treat with, and the most averse,
through motives of personal interest, from distressing

their neighbours; and thence partly their unbounded
trust to one another."? Export merchants, many of whom

started from modest estates themselves, could not supply
all the desired credit. Thus, from the late seventeenth
century, this situation allowed for and even
necessitated the introduction of substantial wholesalers
- drapers, ironmongers, warehousemen and the like - who
acquired goods on short or medium credit but sold for
export on much longer terms. As early as the 1720s
Defoe noted the wealthy "Wholesale Men of London ...
[who] give Credit to the Country Tradesmen and even to
the Merchants themselves, so that both Home Trade and

Foreign Trade is in a grat measure carried upon their
Stocks."* Defoe's comments suggest the popular

perception that merchants typically provided the
majority of the credit in circulation and thus, the
entry of the wholesalers was seen as novel. The role of

the merchants will be discussed below in more detail.

3Quoted in Jacob Price, "What Did Merchants Do?
Reflections on British Overseas Trade, 1660-1790," Journal of
Economic History (June 1989), p. 273.

4Quoted in Price, "What Did Merchants Do?", p. 274.
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Here it is worth tarrying over Defoe's quote for the
moment as it also hints at the ways in which practices
and conventions within the British credit system adapted
to and with the expanding world of export trade. For
example, British merchants in the American trade
typically bought goods from their wholesalers to sell
overseas. Later, these merchants found themselves in
advance when their American correspondents could not
remit in a timely fashion, as happened all too
frequently. Conversely, in the European markets,
British merchants would not expect to be in advance for

a correspondent unless special and exceptional
arrangements had been made previously.5 In this

instance, then, the realities and functionings of
American trade worked a gradual shift in British
commercial and financial expectations and, eventually,
in the formal arrangements themselves.

Given this, adjustments materialized in the
timeframes allotted for the payment of loans. Once the
big wholesalers began the practice of granting long
credit to exporters, they found it expedient to offer
more liberal terms to the inland trade. Import

merchants were increasingly pressured by competition to

5Price, "What Did Merchants Do?", p. 279; also see Jacob
Price, Capital and Credit in British Overseas Trade: The View
from the Chesapeake, 1700-1776 (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 1980).
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extend easy credit to their customers, both wholesalers
and manufacturers. The term of the loan, however, did
not typically extend to the twelve to eighteen months
granted to exporters, who required the time to cover the
departure and return of overseas ventures. Instead,
inland dealers routinely received and accepted six
months to liquidate their stock, in rare cases, eight
months. The development of new markets with novel
requisites, especially those in the Americas, compelled
British credit to adapt to changing conditions as can be
seen through the timeframes of credit. At the end of
the seventeenth century, twelve months credit had become
the norm in the woolen trade which, in turn, set the
standard for other trades. However, by 1775 exporters

could expect, at the minimum, one year's credit and

6

normally received more, even as high as two years. As

with British commercial expectations, the American trade
effected a change and lengthening of the timeframes
extended to overseas loans. A focus on credit also
demonstrates the multitude and diversity of individuals
involved in the evolving structure of British credit
over the eighteenth century. Admittedly, the great
export merchants and wholesalers - many of whom could

comfortably be labelled London financiers or gentlemanly

6Price, “What Did Merchants Do?”, p. 273.
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capitalists - early on coordinated key elements of the
commercial process. Yet, below them operated a host of
individuals who, while less prominent socially, played a

critical role in British domestic and overseas commerce,
especially at the eighteenth century progressed.7 The

imperial trades in particular opened greater and more
numerous economic ventures for a wide range of
individuals within the commercial sector. It has become
a commonplace that the empire provided possibilities for
individuals on the margins - politically, socially
and/or economically. The workings of credit, however,
force a recognition that many of those opportunities
were created by the efforts and resources of marginal
members of the commercial sector placed well below the
gentlemanly financiers.

The role merchants played in the evolution of the
commercial/financial sectors across the Atlantic rim by
observing the activities of the merchant communities in
their respective locales (British and North American,

including Nova Scotia). Most merchants at mid-century

7See P. J. Cain and A. G. Hopkins, British Imperialism.
Vol. 1, Innovation and Expansion, 1688-1914 (London: Longman,
1993); P. J. Cain and A. G. Hopkins, “Gentlemanly Capitalism
and British Expansion Overseas: I. The 0ld Colonial System,
1688-1850, " Economic History Review 39 (1986); and, Cathy
Matson, Merchants & Empire: Trading in Colonial New York
(Baltimore and London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1998).
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experienced commerce within the context of British
expansion. For the majority, imperial growth ushered in
business opportunities through new spheres of influence,
customers and commodities. A small few in older
commercial sectors were adversely affected, due to
increased competition and an ensuing reduction in
business, yet these merchants were in the minority. The
question here becomes to what degree did imperial
expansion on a global scale impress itself upon
contemporary commercial mentality. Furthermore, how did
this enlarged sense and sphere of commerce translate
into the varied sectors of the Atlantic and the
imaginations of its inhabitants? For example, the
business Associates surveyed by David Hancock would
easily recognize themselves as "citizens of the world",
pursuing commercial activities and sustaining outlooks
which were global in nature. Yet to what degree was
this outlook shared by - or even feasible and/or
pragmatic for - colonial merchants? The "Associates"
surveyed by Hancock consisted of arrangements of wealthy
London merchants clustered (in varying levels of
partnership) around four men: Augustus Boyd, Alexander
Grant, John Sargent II and Richard Oswald. The careers
and enterprises of these four men are introduced here to
serve as a model for British merchants, broadly defined.

The danger in employing the Associates in this capacity
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lies in their extraordinary commercial and social
success. Nonetheless the portrayal is warranted in that
they underscore imperial potential. Boyd, Grant,
Sargent and Oswald all began their London careers as
shippers and merchants, later moving into positions as
mercantile middlemen where they exploited personal and
commercial links available in the City and imperial
center. For the Associates, a concentration on the
colonial trades made sense from two perspectives.
First, pre-existing social and financial connections
mattered least in the peripheral trades. Second, their

own commercial connections were strongest in these

regions.®

The Associates represent a prototype of the
overseas merchant who came into his own through the

expansive nature of the British empire; one which was

marginal, opportunistic, global and integrative.’

Through these characteristics, British merchants such as
the Associates came to resemble their colonial

counterparts in the Atlantic, particularly in the sense

8David Hancock, Citizens of the World: London Merchants
and the Integration of the British Atlantic Community, 1735-
1785 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), pp. 10-
11, 81.

9Ibid., p. 14.
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of their "marginality". The Associates came from the
geographical, commercial and social peripheries of Great
Britain and, in many ways, this defined their
experience. The ability to succeed in London, with its
entrenched "local®" elite mercantile class, depended upon
the Associates' willingness to experiment with
investments and enterprises embodied within a general
sense of flexibility. The Associates were global
overseas merchants partially out of necessity. Under
normal circumstances, these men would not have been
situated to compete - economically, socially and
politically - against the City's mercantile vanguard
without a powerful outside commercial arena. As such,
the Associates, like the colonial merchants, realized

their successes within the context of Britain's
expanding global empire.°

Commercial expansion in the empire served to
enhance and modernize British infrastructures, ranging
from financial systems to shipping and its incumbent
instruments, at the same time it promoted the
development of similar institutions in the colonies.
The construction of trading, shipping and settlement
facilities such as roads, harbors, wharves, bridges and

the like provided the prerequisites for the origination

10Tbid., p. 14, 25.
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of new wealth in the peripheries. That merchants
provided much of the original financing for these
projects is neither surprising nor inconsequential.
British merchants (such as the Associates) who invested
and operated in the empire profited from the building
and servicing of these colonial facilities which, in
turn, set the stage for new wealth, for example, through
access to resources and/or new markets. As Adam Smith
understood, wealth flowed into the metropolis from its
colonies. But portions of those profits also circulated
back out into the peripheries. Those monies and credits
went toward the advancement of colonial economies, the
employment of white settlers along with the improvement
and cultivation of agricultural lands. That wealth also
served to enlarge and enrich the merchant community at
home and in the colonies. Merchants coordinated
sizeable amounts of these financial assets which poured
into the imperial center as profits and were then

reexported into the frontiers and margins of empire as
investment .!

In a maritime empire such as that of Great Britain,
shipping represented both a symbolic as well as a

crucial functional realm of the merchant community. The

attention, energies and resources invested in shipping

11Ibid., pp. 37-38.
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stood to unite the mercantile community ranging from
elite merchants such as the Associates to traders such
as Simeon Perkins. As already noted, the emergence of a
maritime-imperial complex focused the nation’s attention
on the seas, particularly the Atlantic, and through them
shipping. For those Anglo-American merchants involved
in shipping, the Atlantic formed not only a commercial
sphere but also a well-imagined mental universe, whose
patterns were dictated by currents, winds and weather.
From the crow’s vantage point, the whole of the Atlantic
appeared open to international shipping. In actuality,
the European empires shared a select number of sea lanes
following the most advantageous currents and winds.
Shipping, then, provides an instance where the Atlantic
world moved along a trans-, multi-national trajectory.

At the same time, we can imagine the Atlantic as a world
unto itself, dictated by both nature and geography . 2

Visualizing the world of ships and shipping from
the perspective of the Associates provides an insight
into the world of British transatlantic commerce. For
transoceanic and coastal shippers alike, traveling a leg
of the journey in ballast, or even partially empty, was

to be avoided when possible. In the world of mercantile

12Nicholas Canny, “Writing Atlantic History; or,
Reconfiguring the History of Colonial British America, *
Journal of American History (December 1999).
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shipping, merchants and/or their commissioned agents
spent considerable amounts of time and energy procuring
suitable cargoes. Careful attention was paid to the
outbound voyage, stocking the ship with items
specifically requested by clients or agents along with
speculative goods which were thought most likely to
answer the destined markets. Moreover, when the
opportunity arose, ships transported paying passengers.
Since every imaginable imperial trade good made its way
to the commercial center, London merchants had a
significant advantage in procuring large and diverse
cargoes. Yet, British shippers faced their own
difficulties in the transatlantic trade. Ships entering
ports such as London, Bristol and Glasgow from the
colonies carried largely raw resources and agricultural
produce, which took up enormous amounts of cargo space.
The vessels involved in this trade needed to be large,
in part due to the stresses of Atlantic voyages, but
also to accommodate the bulky crops. With its
increasing development and productivity, the number of
ships embarking from the Americas for Great Britain rose
steadily during the eighteenth century. At the same
time competition intensified and, thus, the trick for

British merchants became one of acquiring American
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3

cargoes at reasonable prices.1 Once the ship was

unloaded in Great Britain, the merchants' difficulties
began anew as they faced the task of filling these huge
vessels for the return voyage. This could be
particularly daunting since the manufactured goods
sought by colonists were smaller, requiring considerably
less hold space. The earnings of the ship, then, had to
originate primarily from the homeward voyage. Given the
need and competition to fill the huge fleets of ships
constantly arriving from the Americas, the situation
resulted in attractive outbound freight rates. Before
the American Revolution, many large firms frequently
charged only 2.5 per cent of the invoice value for the
outward freight in the American trades. Some firms even
carried the cargo at no charge for their preferred
correspondents. These low export freight rates served
to integrate the Atlantic colonies, in a meaningful way,
into an export "common market" for British manufacturers
and traders. Similarly, the competitive rates

reflected the growing significance of the Americas to

the metropolitan economy.14

13Hancock, Citizens of the World, p. 132; and, Price,
“What Did Merchants Do?”

14Price, "What Did Merchants Do?", p. 272. For
discussions of the growing significance of shipping in
British trade also see, Jacob Price, Capital and Credit in
British Overseas Trade; and, John J. McCusker and Russell R.
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Since the earnings from shipping accrued primarily
from either rates charged on freight or the sale of the
cargo and remittance of the profits, merchants
endeavored to keep their ships under sail, although the
eighteenth-century Atlantic proffered a number of
challenges to doing so. Imperial wars, while almost
constant during that century, remained one of the most
unpredictable obstacles facing merchants. As William
Forsyth demonstrates, merchants ventured into wartime
Atlantic, all the while "expecting" or hoping for peace.
On the other hand, privateers and hurricanes were
viewed, if not as wholly predictable, at least as a
constant to be expected in Atlantic trade. Finally,
ships of sail were always at the mercy of the elements.
London shipping "moved instep with the seasons in other
parts of the globe," and, in consequence, the arrival

and departure of ships "varied with the winds that blew

5

in distant lands."!® The business decisions and dealings

of the Associates illustrate a number of paradigms,
customs and realities regarding British Atlantic
commerce. Slightly over half (54 per cent) of all

departures accounted for in the Associates' records,

Menard, The Economy of British America, 1607-1789. Needs and
Opportunities for Study Series (Chapel Hill: University of
North Carolina Press, 1985).

15Quoted in Hancock, Citizens of the World, p. 133.
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occurred between the months of October and February,
while 80 per cent of arrivals were timed to reach Great
Britain between July and September. This corresponds
closely to Atlantic shipping patterns, where merchants
and shippers attempted to keep their ships clear of the

Caribbean during the peak hurricane months of August and
September . °

The Associates averaged one complete Atlantic
voyage per ship approximately every eleven months,
whether sailing to the Chesapeake or the West Indies.
This time schedule correlated with those of other
British merchants although, interestingly, not with
Forsyth’s expectations. When writing to his London
agent, Robert Livie, Forsyth complained of the effects
of the convoys on his shipping schedule. "The long
detention the Ships meet with in England deprives us of

getting two voyages out of them in one year. But it
cannot be helped in time of war."!’ Forsyth'’s
calculations of two voyages per ship per year matched
those of the Glasgow tobacco merchants, who were

noteworthy as an exception within transatlantic

shipping. Glasgow ships sailing to and from the

16Hancock, Citizens of the World, p. 133.

17William Forsyth to Messrs Robert Livie & Co., London,
June 2, 1797. NSARM, MG3/150.
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Chesapeake averaged at least two complete voyages per
year. This reflected, in part, the specialization of

the trade since the ships had fewer destinations than
most .1® The Glasgow sailing schedule would not account

for Forsyth’s expectations since, as will be seen below,
this specialized routine did not apply to his customary
shipping pattern. It is left open as to why he achieved
(or thought he should) two voyages per ship annually. A
significant factor in the overall length of a voyage was
the turn around time necessary to load the ship and
prepare it for departure. The ships belonging to the
Associates, which again in this instance are
representative, typically lay in port on the Thames for
112 days and in Jamaican ports for 95 days. Upon their
return home, the ships were in port at Falmouth Harbour
for approximately forty-five days before being moved
back to the Thames. A small and/or old vessel
threatened slower voyages and even longer stays in port
due to more frequent repairs. Wealthy merchants such as
the Associates who could afford to replace their ships

on a frequent basis typically did so. A merchant

18T, M. Devine, The Tobacco Lords: A Study of the Tobacco
Merchants of Glasgow and Their Trading Activities c. 1740-90
(Edinburgh: John Donald Publishers Ltd., 1975); Jacob Price,
*The Rise of Glasgow in the Chesapeake Tobacco Trade, 1707-
1775," william and Mary Quarterly, 11 (1954); and, J. H.
Soltow, “Scottish Traders in Virginia, 1750-1775,* Economic
History Review 12 (1959).
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reasoned that for the outlay of the purchase price and
more expensive insurance, he gained in terms of shorter
voyages and fewer repairs. Moreover, as a British
contemporary, John Anderson, calculated, newer vessels
"would sell for £500 to £800, when the old ship will
bring in nothing." Obviously, a merchant's ability to
buy newer vessels depended upon his financial resources,
especially his fluid capital. Nonetheless, this was an
understood prerequisite of transoceanic shipping.
Between 1745 and 1779, the average age of the large,

heavy ships belonging to the Associates was 7.7 years,

which again was standard for the era.?®’®

Following the investment patterns and opportunities
of the Associates demonstrates the degree to which the
British empire was becoming increasingly and securely
global in nature during the eighteenth century. Their
geographical diverse ventures stood in contrast to those

of the colonial merchants surveyed here, whose funds and
resources remained in the Atlantic.?° Beginning in 1757,

with increasing British military presence and control in

that region, the Associates turned their attention

19Hancock, Citizens of the World, pp. 134-35; also see
Gary M. Walton, *“Sources of Productivity in American Colonial
Shipping, 1675-1775,* Economic History Review (1967).

20Although it is not known if James Hunter and/or George
Robertson, situated in Glasgow, invested funds in other parts
of the empire.
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towards the markets of India. These appeared
increasingly attractive as political tensions heightened
between Great Britain and its North American mainland
colonies in the 1760s and 1770s. The Associates, along
with other wealthy merchants, pursued a number of
financial schemes in order to invest in the Indian
trade. They purchased shares in the East India Company
ships as well as shipping their own goods to India on

Company ships. Additionally, they lent money to the
East India Company on respondentia bonds.?! Aall the
while, the Associates actively sought freight
opportunities to India on their own ships.?’ Regions
notably absent from the Associates' portfolios included
northern Europe and the Mediterranean, especially Italy
and the Levant. Two factors stand out in their
decisions to avoid these areas. First, the Associates

thought commercial growth in these regions was unlikely.

Next, in the Baltic and the Levant, continual war and

21A respondentia bond was an advance on the security of
merchandise in a ship. See Hancock, Citizens of the World, p.
121.

22Hancock, Citizens of the World, pp. 121-122. For
discussions of private British trade into India, see James G.
Parker, “Scottish Enterprise in India, 1750-1914,*" in The
Scots Abroad: Labour, Capital, Enterprise 1750-1914, ed. R.
A. Cage (London and Dover, N.H.: Croom Helm, 1985).
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conflict discouraged commerce.?® A number of

generalizations can be drawn from the Associates'
commercial determinations. For one, it is noteworthy
that the Associates, as savvy businessmen, recognized
that greater commercial potential existed for them in
other regions. Next, as already seen, merchants were
willing to venture into markets threatened by war if the
gains promised to outweigh the risks; yet, the
Associates apparently did not deem this to be the case
in the Baltic and the Levant. Finally, building on
these two points is the realization that both of these
regions were established and protected trading spheres
of the British merchant community by the eighteenth
century. Commercial newcomers, such as the Associates,
would have been at a disadvantage in attempting to break
into the pre-existing mercantile circles there. This
underlines the Associates' resemblance to colonial
merchants. All these individuals were outsiders, or
marginal, to the established English and/or London
trading elites. As such they constantly sought new

opportunities, markets, contacts and commodities. They

23Hancock, Citizens of the World, pp. 121-122. For
discussions of the Levant trade, see Ralph Davis, Aleppo and
Devonshire Square: English Traders in the Levant in the
Eighteenth Century (London: Macmillan, 1967); and Abraham
Marcus, The Middle East on the Eve of Modernity: Aleppo in
the Eighteenth Century (New York: Columbia University Press,
1989.
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moved into regions, circles and goods where ties to old
trading elites were less important and where they could
utilize their skill, experience and aggressiveness to

benefit themselves.

Colonial American Merchants

The Associates present one example of extreme
success, moving from the margins of eighteenth-century
Great Britain into the center of the commercial
community at the heart of the empire, London. Colonial
merchants maneuvered through a much more fluid and, as
such, less restrictive commercial scene. By mid-
century, amongst the major North American commercial
centers, Boston would have appeared as the least
inviting to commercial newcomers, with its older,
established mercantile elite and declining economic
outlook. However, expanding port cities on the imperial
rim, such as New York and Philadelphia, attracted a
steady flow of new business talent. These cities
possessed an unsettled and competitive environment which
could both benefit and ruin merchants, new and
experienced. Such an atmosphere emphasized and
encouraged commercial opportunism, experimentation and
aggressiveness, all traits exhibited by the Associates.

Moreover, many of those active in colonial commerce,
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were individuals on the move - geographically,
economically and socially. The rowing commercial
centers such as New York and Philadelphia attracted both
immigrants and the upwardly mobile, who were seeking to
launch or improve their fortunes. Qualities of mobility
and risk-taking frequently marked those individuals who

succeeded in the frenetic commercial aura of port cities

located in the imperial peripheries.24

Social mobility was a pronounced feature of the
American merchant community, to a much greater degree
than proved true of its British equivalent. Because
capital requirements were considerably lower in the
colonies, entry into the mercantile sector was not
overly difficult. From there it was possible for a
small merchant, who borrowed from outside sources and

invested wisely and/or luckily, to build a fortune
rapidly.?® while not typical, this scenario occurred

often enough to gain common currency in the folklore of

the American commercial community. A belief in rapid

24Hancock, Citizens of the World, pp. 62-63; also see
Arthur L. Jensen, The Maritime Commerce of Colonial
Philadelphia (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1963).

25Thomas M. Doerflinger, A Vigorous Spirit of Enterprise:
Merchants and Economic Development in Revolutionary
Philadelphia (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina
Press, 1986), p. 127.
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commercial advancement reflected a larger psychological
transformation which had occurred previously in North
America. As early as the seventeenth century,
contemporaries remarked upon a rising sense of

expectations amongst Americans, regarding their general

26

well-being and position, social and economic. Port

cities, with their volatile and - at times - promising
atmospheres, accentuated the idea of what was
achievable.

The British mainland American colonies presented a
diverse economic picture, ranging in degrees from the
north to the south. In many ways, the southern colonies
more closely resembled the West Indies with a
concentration on agricultural produce, than their
mainland neighbors. The New England colonies, on the
other hand, very quickly turned to commerce, largely out
of necessity. The mid-Atlantic colonies, while major

agricultural producers themselves, followed the northern

example of fostering expansive commercial centers.?’

Northern colonial merchants confronted a number of
adverse conditions and challenges which induced, or even

compelled, them to take risks. Factors such as weak

26Gary B. Nash, The Urban Crucible: The Northern Seaports
and the Origins of the American Revolution (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 1979), p. 5.

27See McCusker and Menard, Economy of British America.
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markets, high wages, scarce capital and turbulent
foreign exchange markets created what Thomas Doerflinger
has termed a "fabric of adversity". Those merchants
hardy enough to maintain their equilibrium and/or even
succeed in this environment may have been all the more
willing to pursue commercially perilous but potentially
lucrative new markets and/or opportunities. 1In
retrospect, new schemes such as manufacturing, land
speculation, transportation, banking and public
securities may not have appeared to be any more

hazardous than shipping to the West Indies, only less

28

familiar. From a broader perspective, these

activities reinforce the merchants' role - colonial and
British - in expanding and improving the empire. As was
the case in Britain in an earlier era, a shortage of
credit and its attendant facilities plagued the Americas
and, thus, these new ventures may also be viewed as a
pragmatic response to coping with that deficit.

Colonial urban areas, however, were considerably more
primitive and unsettled than the great port cities of
Britain and, as with political and social institutions,
financial innovations did not necessarily adapt readily

or evenly to this foreign environment. Nonetheless, in

28Doerflinger, A Vigorous Spirit of Enterprise, p. 135;
also see Stuart Bruchey, The Roots of American Economic
Growth, 1607-1861: An Essay in Social Causation (New York:
Harper and Row, 1965), p. 54.
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the era between 1750 and 1800, far-reaching changes were
transforming the character of many American trading
communities, eventually producing the sophisticated
economic structures and centers of the nineteenth
century. By that time, these centers were distinctly
American, in character and nationality. The earlier
process of melding imperial - in this instance, British
- policies and institutions into the colonial atmosphere
helped to create an American hybrid. Moreover,
investment in areas such as manufacturing and iron
assisted in promoting and diversifying an American
economy. Such activities had been restricted under
imperial rule, providing a further incentive to
establish an independent American economy. In colonial
Philadelphia, the general economic expansion and growth
of markets concentrated unprecedented amounts of capital
in the hands of the mercantile elite. 1In turn, this
accumulation of wealth attracted even greater capital
and credit now available for colonial development and
expansion. As a result, the stature and power of the

merchant community itself dramatically evolved and
increased.?’

As with the Associates, we can generalize from the

Philadelphian merchants surveyed by Thomas Doerflinger's

29Docerflinger, A Vigorous Spirit of Enterprise, p. 134.
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excellent study to gain an insight into American
mainland merchants as a whole. All merchants confronted
the necessity of choosing their markets. The choice of
commodities available locally placed obvious limitations
on the exporters. For American merchants, the options
increased over the eighteenth century as their shipping
and financial facilities expanded along with the range
of agricultural produce, but then so did their
competition. The Irish market exemplifies a highly
specialized market focusing on a single product
(flaxseed) for the burgeoning linen industry. That
Philadelphia could support such a rarefied market
suggests it growing commercial sophistication and power
over the eighteenth century. In Philadelphia, the trade

was largely monopolized by a select number of Irish
merchants, many of whom were wealthy immigrant:s.30 The

Irish community serves as an example of the ways in
which ethnic merchant circles migrated and settled
throughout the Atlantic empire. These merchants
remained tied to commercial networks in the home country
- here, I am thinking especially of England, Scotland
and Ireland - while simultaneously creating distinct
enclaves within the larger American merchant community.

American merchants, of course, could and did trade

30Ibid., p. 103.
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into sister colonies creating a strong and extensive
coastal trade during the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries. New England, initially out of necessity,
excelled in most facets of the shipping industry, making
it difficult for exporters in the other colonies to
profit from the growing provision trade into the
northeast. The middle colonies were favorably located
to supply New England's growing food deficit, yet Yankee
capitalists continued to dominate the trade. 1In the
case of Philadelphia, which can be seen as
representative, New Englanders owned the bulk of the
shipping involved in the provision trade to the north.
Moreover, since over half of the vessels were consigned
to the shipmaster, the Philadelphian merchants could not
even profit from a commission for discharging the cargo.
Instead, the New England captain handled the selling of

the outbound cargo as well as the procurement of an
homebound cargo.31

Neither the specialized trade to Ireland nor the
routine coastal trade in North America promised profits
large enough to drive the business cycles of ports such
as Philadelphia, New York or Boston. In contrast, the
provision trades to the West Indies and Iberia did.

These markets sought precisely the goods that the

31Tbid., p. 104; also see, McCusker and Menard, Economy
British America, pp. 91-116 passim.
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mainland colonies had to offer, i.e. timber, fish,
livestock and agricultural produce. Initially, the
English had controlled all three legs of the southern
European trade, exchanging English manufactures for New
England fish. The English shippers then carried their
new cargo to Spain, Portugal and the Wine Islands to
trade for wine for the homebound freight. In this early
trade, London merchants supplied the bulk of the credit,
shipping and commercial contacts. But colonial
merchants quickly broke into this triangular network,
entering the two legs of the trade route open to them.
New Englanders, frequently in conjunction with London
partners, captured a substantial share of the trade in
exporting fish to the Wine Islands as well as the
shipment of wine to England and/or the colonies. The
third leg, the outward voyage carrying manufactures from
the home islands to the Americas, remained the preserve
of English merchants. The trade with southern Europe
closely resembled, and grew up simultaneously with, that
of the West Indies. In the early stages these trades
were comparable to the coastal trade, employing small
vessels with mixed cargoes, closely overseen by the ship
master and/or merchant. After their initial entry into
these trades, New England merchants broadened and
strengthened their positions by constantly seeking out

other goods, especially timber products, to supply the
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islanders and Europeans. The colonials not only earned
credits in their balance of payments through the sale of
goods to Atlantic markets but also earnings in the

invisibles - freighting, insurance, short-term credit

and varied commercial services.3?

More importantly, over the long term, colonial
merchants gained the expertise needed to control their
own commercial networks. In their early enthusiasm to
supply the islands, the mainland colonies took their
first steps towards developing their own internal

shipping, market economies and, eventually, financial

33

institutions. Since, the West Indies were initially

North America's most dynamic markets they quickly became
the most popular destination and thus, extremely
difficult to predict and exploit. Trade into the
Caribbean involved dozens of small sugar islands which
sought North American provisions in return for their own
lucrative produce. With the steadily increasing

competition streaming out of North America, the small

32McCusker and Menard, Economy of British America, pp.
100-101.

33See Edwin J. Perkins, American Public Finance and

Financial Services, 1700-1815 (Columbus: Ohio State
University Press, 1994); George David Rappaport, Stability
and Change in Revolutionary Pennsylvania: Banking, Politics
and Social Structure (University Park: Pennsylvania State
University Press), 1996; and, Stuart Banner, Anglo-American
Securities Regulation: Cultural and Political Roots, 1690-
1860 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998).
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island markets could become glutted very quickly. Here,
the advantages of a commissioned agent in the islands
became readily apparent, as did the need and ability to
be flexible. Ship captains, especially those from New
England, were frequently relied upon for their knowledge
of the various islands and their markets. The unsettled
and hazardous conditions of the West Indies frequently
proved to be a boon for northern merchants, at times
promising more orders than could be filled. The
hurricane seasons, with the resulting damage, typically
swelled demands for foodstuffs and timber. The frequent
imperial conflicts fought in and around, or even
centering upon, the West Indies heightened both the
dangers and the profitability of trading into the
region. For example, during the Seven Years’ War the
presence of the British fleets in the Caribbean raised
the demand for provisions. Moreover, the French
islands, cut off from the mother country, sought
supplies that American merchants were all to willing to

smuggle into them, to the extreme irritation of the
British.?* By the close of the Seven Years’ War, these
facets of the imperial relationship entered a critical

stage. At one level, American merchants demonstrated -

to the British and themselves - the growing

34McCusker and Menard, Economy of British America, pp.
107-108.
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sophistication and independence of their commercial
sector. At another level, an irate metropole
increasingly recognized the need to restrict American
commercial and political independence.

In the late 1700s, southern Europe - Madeira, the
Canary Island and the Iberian peninsula - gradually
superseded the West Indies as the most dynamic market
for Philadelphia. While this may not have been true to
the same extent for all of the North American ports,
certainly southern Europe caught the attention of
colonial provision merchants and became a primary
destination. The growth of these markets resulted
largely from demographic expansion coupled with crop
failures in Europe, which hampered the region's
traditional suppliers (England, Sicily and the Levant)
from meeting Iberian demands. Once the North American
merchants gained entry into these markets, they quickly
carved out a permanent niche for themselves as
demonstrated by the growing number of port cities on
clearance lists. Ports beyond the strait of Gibraltar
including Leghorn, Barcelona and Genoa, which had been
exceptional destinations prior to 1760, became
commonplace by 1772, as would Marseilles after the
American Revolution. Similar to those of the West
Indies, the markets of southern Europe were volatile and

difficult to predict. American merchants competed not
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only against one another but also against European
merchants and local producers, all of whom could rapidly
saturate a market. Unlike the West Indies, however,
American merchants were handicapped in their ability to
react to shifts in these markets brought on by a sudden
disruptions such as war or crop failures. Given the
distance, a delay of four months would not be uncommon
between the time Philadelphian merchants learned of a
demand for flour in Lisbon and the time their ships

actually arrived in Portugal. Merchants further north

5

could expect even longer delays.3 Such a realization

underscores the value merchants, such as Forsyth and
Perkins, placed upon current market news.

In comparing eighteenth-century British and
American trade, one factor which has caught the
attention of historians is the degree, or lack thereof,
of commercial specialization. Traditionally, it has
been held that an immature and crude economic structure
prohibited American merchants from specializing in
particular cargoes to select markets. Supposedly only
after 1815 would economic systems evolve sufficiently to
allow for such practices. This analysis appears to link

commercial specialization directly to economic

35poerflinger, A Vigorous Spirit of Enterprise, pp. 1l15;
and, William S. Sachs, The Enterprising Colonials: Society on
the Eve of the Revolution (Chicago: Argonaut, 1965).
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sophistication, yet the merchants of Philadelphia (and
later Nova Scotia) exhibit a much more varied picture.
As a group, Philadelphia's merchants traded widely
throughout the Atlantic; yet individual merchants
typically traded into only one or two markets. This
perspective suggests that the majority of trading
activity was geographically concentrated. The
consistent exception to this pattern proved to be larger

mercantile firms who had the capital and credit to move
into various markets simultaneously.*® In colonial

terms, then, specialization posits a negative since it
stemmed from the lack of financial resources rather than
bespeaking economic progress and sophistication.

In the larger American port cities, mercantile
activities did gradually divide or specialize in a
number of fashions including into two parallel
distribution systems, each sphere exhibiting its own
internal organization, financial structure and
relationship to shipping. Those involved in the dry
goods networks imported British manufactures first to
the port and from there distributed them for sale into

the interior. As already noted, this trade carried with

36Doerflinger, A Vigorous Spirit of Enterprise, pp. 76-
79. Also see Thomas M. Doerflinger, “Commercial
Specialization in Philadelphia’s Merchant Community, 1750-
1791,” Business History Review 58 (1983); and, Stuart
Bruchey, ed., The Colonial Merchant: Sources and Readings
(New York: Harcourt, Brace and World, 1966).
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it twelve months' credit from the British import houses.
In turn, the American importers sold these goods on
several months' credit to retailers. This trade
operated largely on importation in the northern American
ports, since these regions produced few commodities
suitable for British markets. This factor clearly
differentiates the northern colonies from those in the

south and the West Indies which produced crops sought by
the home islands.?’

The second branch of the distribution system, the
provision trade, involved the exportation of the
northern colonies' produce - primarily timber, fish,
bread, flour and flaxseed - to Atlantic markets,
especially the West Indies and southern Europe. Given
the nature of their business, major provision merchants
were far more likely to own vessels. The very bulk of
these commodities required huge cargo spaces and thus
extensive shipping. Ownership of vessels greatly
enhanced a merchant's flexibility as compared to the
necessity of shipping by freight via other merchants.
Nevertheless, most merchants, at some point in their
careers, probably resorted to hiring freight to keep
pace with rapidly changing business conditions. As with

dry goods, issues of finance helped to structure the

37Doerflinger, A Vigorous Spirit of Enterprise, pp. 77-
78.
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provision trade. Since this trade rarely involved the
imperial financial center, London, it did not operate on
long-term credit. Consequently, merchants in the
provision trade (and its corollary, shipping), needed

greater financial resources, especially liquid capital.38

The conditions of the dry goods trade illuminate a
number of factors regarding the Atlantic commercial
world in this era. Since this trade did not require
large financial resources up front, it attracted those
individuals hoping to enter commerce. This coincided
with the fact that the burgeoning port cities of America
attracted opportunistic, adventuresome men seeking to
create or improve their fortunes. On the other side of
the Atlantic, English merchants partook of a number of
advantages resulting from the development of imperial
and financial systems. The pertinent aspects here
include the growing availability of easy credit and the
low freight charges involved in the Britain-America leg
of the transatlantic shuttle. The easy procurement of
both British goods and credit had varying effects on
individual merchants, tending to benefit new comers
while disadvantaging the veterans through increased
competition. David Cay, a dry goods importer in

Philadelphia, complained in 1789, "Credit is as cheap

38Tbid.
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this year as it was in 1784 - The Manchester folks have

made all the retail Shopkeepers, & merchants apprentices

| w39

Importers Confirming Cay's frustration, numerous

studies have verified that English exporters
aggressively extended credit throughout the post-
Revolutionary decades, not only to wealthy merchants but
also to minor merchants, vendue masters and shopkeepers.
In the fluid commercial setting of a port city such as
Philadelphia, credit was one key to social mobility.
Here, we can see British financial circles continuing to
play a crucial role in the structuring of American
commerce. For commercial credit in the new United
States would continue to be dominated by English
merchants. This outside financial source served to
complicate the power relationships amongst American

merchants, for credit could not be monopolized by
wealthy colonial merchants.?°

A merchant's specialty, i.e. dry goods or
provisions, worked to color his outlook through the

activities and necessities of the trade itself.

Importers and retailers looked inland, a tendency which

39Italics appear in the original quote; David Cay to
Andrew Clow, May 31, 1789, Andrew Clow and Co. Papers, 1784-
1836; quoted in Doerflinger, A Vigorous Spirit of Enterprise,
p. 53.

40Doerflinger, A Vigorous Spirit of Enterprise, p. 68.
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was accentuated by the receding frontier. In terms of
colonial development, their concern would lie with the
improvement of an internal infrastructure such as roads
and bridges vice the shipping infrastructure of wharfs,
warehouses, etc. sought by provision merchants. At the
same time, the import merchants served as a primary
conduit of commercial credit into the American colonies.
Thus, the importer did not operate wholly within a
domestic realm since his goods and credit came largely
from overseas, linking him directly back to the Atlantic
economy .

The provision merchant, on the other hand, faced
out onto the Atlantic. The heavy involvement in
shipping, common amongst these merchants, complicated
finances in this trade. Ships were voracious consumers
of cash, both to purchase and maintain. As already
mentioned, shipping operated largely on a cash or short-
term credit basis, partially due to the absence of
London's involvement and partially due to custom. To
protect their capital flexibility, and thus financial
stability, provision merchants tended to shy away from
the numerous back-country accounts common to dry goods
merchants. In this sense, the financial resources of
the provision merchant were typically far more easily
re-called and more liquid than those of the retailers.

This financial structure highlights the fact that the
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commercial focus of the provision merchant, concerned on

a daily basis with ships and cargoes, centered on the
waterfront, leading out onto the Atlantic.?' This

outward focus onto the Atlantic was, of necessity,
especially pertinent to Nova Scotia. To a far greater
degree than the original British American colonies,
including New England, Nova Scotia lacked a hinterland
to exploit and to sustain the types of commercial
development envisioned for the colony. Therefore, the
province’s predominant forms of economic livelihood were
found on the Atlantic, ranging from commerce to shipping
to fishing.

One way historians have conceptualized these
colonial economies, through which all this commercial
activity circulated, is to speak from an internalist
and/or externalist perspective. While such terms
suggest a dichotomy or polarity, actual colonial
development more realistically exhibited a mixture or
range of the two. In her study of pre-Revolutionary
America, Alice Hanson Jones has emphasized internal
foundations which, in turn, led to the creation and
distribution of wealth among individuals, colonies and
regions, independent of the metropole. According to

Jones, late-colonial America represented one of the

41Tbid., pp. 97-101.
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richer areas of the eighteenth-century world with

regional differentials containing the potential for
fairly large-scale capital investment .4 McCusker and

Menard, on the other hand, adopt a much broader approach
(geographically and thematically) examining all of
British America in terms of production, exchange,
population growth and urbanization. These two authors
view the British colonies through an external lens,
stressing the importance of the Atlantic market to
colonial development. McCusker and Menard also note the
regional differentials which distinguish the southern

plantations and staple-crop economies from the quasi-

43

metropolitan economies. For our purposes, the

internalist/externalist dichotomy introduces a number of
conceptualizations which may help to explain colonial
commercial development within the broader imperial
nexus. Such terms also provide an insight into the
changing nature of the colonial relationship,
particularly as it was influenced by economic growth.

In commercial terms, transatlantic shipping, and

with it the imperial nexus, can represent and infer an

42Alice Hanson Jones, Wealth of a Nation to Be: The

American Colonies on the Eve of the Revolution (New York:

Columbia University Press, 1980).

43Edward Countryman, "The Uses of Capital in
Revolutionary America: The Case of the New York Loyalist

Merchants, " William and Mary Quarterly (January 1992), p.
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external framework. An internal approach suggests
domestic development within the colonial - and
eventually national - domain, with coastal shipping as a
corollary. A discussion of West Indian trade
immediately problematizes any neat categorization in the
Atlantic world since it can be seen as an extension of
the mainland's coastal trade (and thus internal),
employing smaller vessels and less capital for a shorter
amount of time. Conversely the West Indies often
represented vital markets for eighteenth-century
transatlantic trade. Within this conceptual framework,
the islands may be visualized as a commercial hinge or
valve, at times open and connecting the eastern and
western Atlantic, at other times closed and supporting
an exclusively western Atlantic commerce.

To place this discussion of internal/external
perspectives within an imperial context, an analysis of
colonial fortunes is instructive. In assessing the
wealth of mainland merchants, we would not expect to see
sums paralleling the merchant princes of Great Britain
nor even the plantation magnates of the West Indies.
Doerflinger placed the upper boundaries of merchant
wealth in Philadelphia at "a net worth of between
£15,000 and £35,000" in colonial currency. The
mercantile fortunes in New Jersey, Pennsylvania and

Delaware surveyed by Jones are even smaller, with the
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highest figure at £11,298 in New York pounds.44

According to Edward Countryman, fortunes substantially
beyond these limits require an explanation. Countryman
surveyed a select group of wealthy New York Loyalists to
determine first, how and where they both amassed what
were truly vast and exceptional fortunes by colonial

standards; and, second, how these men utilized and

5

invested their profits.?> The author then broadens his

discussion to determine what the decisions of these

particular Loyalists tell us about American economic

44Ibid., p. 11. These figures can be compared against
the estates left behind by three of the Associates. When
Augustus Boyd died in 1765 he left behind an estate worth
over £50,000. At the time of his death, Sir Alexander Grant
left an estate stretching from Scotland and England to
Africa, Jamaica, Florida and Nova Scotia, valued at £93,000.
Richard Oswald, who died in 1784, left behind a phenomenal
estate worth £500,000 in land, money due him on bonds and
mortgages, claims upon the Government, stocks, annuities and
bank accounts. (These figures are calculated in British
pounds.) See Hancock, Citizens of the World, pp. 383-385.
According to Doerflinger, by the 1790s estates of £20,000 had
become commonplace in Philadelphia. By 1794, Stepehn Girard
was worth £55,211. See Doerflinger, A Vigorous Spirit of
Enterprise, p. 133.

45Countryman bases the net worth of the individuals
surveyed on their Loyalist claims, which he admits are most
likely exaggerated to some degree. These men and the amount
claimed are, respectively: Samuel Hake, £38,765; Oliver
DeLancey, £108,957; James DeLancey, £95,326; William Bayard,
£133,603; James Jauncey, £90,506; Hugh Wallace, £54,024;
Aslexander Wallace, £15,951; John Dawson, £22,192; Isaac Low,
£34,184; John Wetherhead, £36,119; and, the firm of James
Perry, Thomas Hayes and Miles Sherbrooke, £100,241. The
total is £729,868 or 0.39 per cent of Jones' estimate of
total American wealth as of 1774. All figures are given in
New York pounds. Countryman, p. 11.
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development in the era of the Revolution. Countryman
provides a number of generalizations about the Loyalists
under study. These were primarily transatlantic, not
coastal, shippers; they had little involvement with, nor
apparent interest in, manufacturing; most significantly,
at some time in their careers, they had secured military
contracts. This latter distinction provides one
predominant explanation for the disparity in wealth
between the estates of these Loyalists and the fortunes
of merchants elsewhere. It also helps to explain these
men's orientation. During the Seven Years’ War, New
York served as the main port of entry for British troops
and supplies, providing attractive economic
opportunities for merchants sufficiently well-connected
to procure military contracts. Max Weber would have
labeled these men "capitalistic adventurers." This type
of adventuresome capitalism flourished under European
imperial expansion, especially on the margins of empire.
This realization should not obscure the reality that the
vast majority of the mercantile community both served
and was dependent upon civilian society. Nonetheless,
New York's greatest fortunes underscore the colony's
dependent status and position on the imperial periphery.

Simultaneously, this wealth focused and depended upon
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transatlantic trade and external Atlantic markets.%®

Historians vary in their appraisals of the overall
bearing of the Revolutionary War on the American
economy. Writing in the nineteenth century, Richard
Hildreth perceived the effects to be devastating, with
wealthy merchants expatriated and other colonial
merchants ruined. This class or rank of merchants were
replaced in the new republic by merchants who had grown
rich through such activities as privateering or

speculation or “other operations not always of the most
honorable kind.”*’ Conversely, others have estimated

that colonial merchants may have prospered from the war.
This debate mirrors the duplicity of the European
imperial wars which had swept up North America during
the eighteenth century: invariably some merchants (the
adventurers) profited from the wars while others found
their trade disrupted or even destroyed. From an
optimistic perspective, the Revolution promoted domestic
industry for merchants, manufacturers and farmers.
Moreover, colonial merchants had earlier acquired the
commercial skills, resources and networks necessary in

order to capitalize on the war’s interruption of trade

46Ibid., pp. 13-14.

47Richard Hildreth, The History of the United States of
America (New York, 1849-1852), III, pp. 465-466; quoted in
McCusker and Menard, The Economy of British America, p. 365.
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with Great Britain. While James B. Hedges'’s study of
the Browns of Providence would appear to confirm an
advantageous economic portrayal of the Revolution, the
author qualifies this image. Hedges discovered that
many of the Browns'’ pre-Revolutionary mercantile

correspondents were “conspicuous by their absence in the
1780's.%4® 1n conclusion, McCusker and Menard suggest

that in earlier imperial conflicts, colonial merchants
possessed both greater chances for success and fewer
opportunities for ruin. To no small degree, of course,
this resulted from the fact that Great Britain (with its

wealth of credit, resources and commercial networks) was

now the enemy.49

The Nova Scotian Merchant Community

Countryman’s framework provides a convenient window
into a discussion of early mercantile activity in Nova
Scotia. As was the case with the Loyalist magnates of
New York, Nova Scotia sought its commercial fortunes and

viability from the Atlantic and military contracts, both

48James B. Hedges, “The Brown Papers: The Record of a
Rhode Island Business Family, ” American Antiquarian Society,
Proceedings, N.S., LI (1941), pp. 21-36; quoted in McCusker
and Menard, The Economy of British America, p. 365.

49McCusker and Menard, The Economy of British America,
pPp. 364-366.
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of which (to varying degrees) were tied into the empire.
Halifax was established as a strategic counterweight to
France's grand fort at Louisbourg. Many, ranging from
members of Parliament through to members of the
mercantile community, envisioned the new naval base as
the epitome of Britain's maritime-imperial complex.
Strategically, Halifax provided a northern Atlantic base
which guarded the entry to the St. Lawrence.
Economically, the site seemed to possess the potential
to become a northerly entrepbét, capable of competing
with the older American port cities. British and
American merchants arrived with the navy and, along with
the military personnel, quickly became central figures
in the politics, society and economy of the new port. A
certain percentage of these merchants came with the
expectations of supplying the military and civilian
establishments. These men sought the lucrative military
contracts funded by Parliament and dappled in other
forms of trade only as a financial sideline. Largely of
English origin, many of these men departed after 1760
when Parliament sharply reduced the military grants.
This group stands out from the colonial mercantile
community in most fully exemplifying Weber's
capitalistic adventurers, roving opportunists operating
on the margins of empire. Such men actively pursued not

merely mercantile wealth but the extremely valuable and
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prized military contracts inherent within imperialism.
While typically powerful members of society during their
stay in Halifax, these men were transitory and

ultimately did not shape the province in a lasting

manner as did the merchant community itself.>°

These adventurers were greatly outnumbered by those
"entrepreneurs" who came to Halifax anticipating a
commercial boom. Although also transitory, this group
of merchants far more closely resembled the
opportunistic colonial merchants present in the major
port cities than they did the capitalistic adventurers
described by Weber. When the anticipated economic rush
failed to materialize, a large percentage of these men
also left. Yet a number remained to form the nuclei of
a Haligonian mercantile sector. Malachi Salter is
representative of these merchants. Like Simeon Perkins,
Salter came north from New England where he retained
familial ties and commercial networks, the latter

extending at least as far south as Philadelphia. To

50Lewis R. Fischer, "Revolution without Independence: The
Canadian Colonies, 1749-1775," in The Economy of Early
America: The Revolutionary Period 1763-1790, ed. Ronald
Hoffman (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia,
1988), pp. 101-102. For discussions of the Haligonian
merchants see David Sutherland, “Halifax Merchants and the
Pursuit of Development, 1783-1850,”" Canadian Historical
Review 59 (1978); and David Sutherland, “1810-1820: War and
Peace,” in The Atlantic Region to Confederation: A History,
ed. Phillip A. Buckner and John G. Reid (Toronto: University
of Toronto Press, 1994).
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take advantage of his expanding trading spheres, Salter
invested heavily in shipping, eventually becoming the
most important shipowner in Halifax after the departure

of Joshua Mauger, one of Nova Scotia’s earliest and most

51

successful adventurers. Men such as Salter and Perkins

typify the "vigorous spirit of enterprise" identified by
Doerflinger. They migrated north often due to
constricting commercial opportunities in New England.
In Nova Scotia, these entrepreneurs encountered
conditions very familiar to, yet even more difficult
than, those of New England. While exhibiting the
opportunistic, mobile traits of their fellow
entrepreneurs, these merchants also demonstrated an
inventiveness and insight into domestic potential which
allowed them to settle and eventually prosper - even if
only limitedly - in the harsh economic landscape of Nova
Scotia. Unlike the adventurers whose focus remained
firmly on the metropole, this latter group of
entrepreneurs were aware of and open to a choice of
commercial centers.

In the early years, between 1749-1755, Nova
Scotia's trade with the mainland colonies and
Newfoundland accounted for 80 per cent of the ships

entering and clearing Halifax and almost 75 per cent of

51Fischer, pp. 102-103.

151



the tonnage. New England immediately became and
thereafter remained the most important trading partner.
During this period about 54 per cent of the ships
clearing Halifax were bound for New England, while just
over 56 per cent of entrances originated there. Boston
alone accounted for half of the New England trade. 1In
comparison, the middle colonies contributed
approximately 15 per cent of clearances and 12 per cent
of entrances. Earlier literature has tended to
exaggerate the level of trade with Great Britain during
this time period. This misconception, in part, stems
from the differences in vessels employed by
transatlantic shipping, as already discussed. Since
these vessels were consistently, and often considerably,
larger than coastal craft, trade with the mother country
contributed a disproportionate share of the tonnage in
comparison to entrances. Brebner, in an oft-repeated
claim, originally estimated that 50 per cent of ships
entering Halifax originated in Britain. Yet, in no year

does the British share of trade appear to be this high,

whether looking at the data for entrances or tonnage.52

Through most of the pre-Revolutionary years, the level

of trade with Britain remained stable, while that with

52The claim by John Bartlett Brebner is found in The
Neutral Yankees of Nova Scotia: A Marginal Colony during the
Revolutionary Years (New York: Columbia University Press,
1937), pp. 8-9; quoted in Fischer, p. 113.
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the mainland colonies fluctuated, with ports such as
Philadelphia and New York alternately rising and
declining in importance. Trade to the West Indies and
southern Europe, on the other hand, showed a distinct
rising trend after 1773. The volume of shipping
clearing for the West Indies more than doubled between

1773-1775, while the tonnage clearing for southern
Europe rose by 75 per cent .>?

By the mid-1770s, Nova Scotia had entered
successfully into the Atlantic trades into the West
Indies and southern Europe, often replicating the
earlier experience of New England. Although the

province had begun to earn credits through the sale of

53Fischer, p. 113. For general discussion of Nova Scotia
and its economy during this era see, Stephen E. Patterson,
#1744-1763: Colonial Wars and Aboriginal Peoples,” and J. M.
Bumsted, *“1763-1783: Resettlement and Rebellion,” both in The
Atlantic Region to Confederation, ed. Buckner and Reid;
Graeme Wynn, “The Geography of the Maritime Colonies in 1800:
Patterns and Questions,” in They Planted Well: New England
Planters in Maritime Canada, ed. Margaret Conrad
(Fredericton, N.B.: Acadiensis Press, 1988); Grame Wynn, “A
Province Too Much Dependent on New England”; Grame Wynn, “A
Region of Scattered Settlements and bounded Possibilities:
Northeastern America 1775-1800,” Canadian Geographer 31
(1987); and, Andrew Hill Clark, “Contributions of Its
Southern Neighbors to the Underdevelopment of the Maritime
Provinces Area, 1710-1867,” in The Influence of the United
States on Canadian Development: Eleven Case Studies, ed.
Richard A. Preston (Durharm, N.C.: Duke University Press,
1972). Also see, James F. Shepherd and Gary M. Walton,
Shipping, Maritime Trade, and the Economic Development of
Colonial North America (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1972); and Gary M. Walton, “The New Economic History
and the Burdens of the Navigation Acts,” Economic History
Review 24 (1971).
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goods and shipping by that time, the other commercial
activities needed time to develop. Looking forward to
William Forsyth, however, suggests that by the 1790s
Nova Scotian merchants had acquired the facilities and
expertise to earn credits through freighting and short
term credit as well. This said, Forsyth also
demonstrates that Nova Scotian merchants continued to
turn outward for many of their commercial - especially
financial - services, both to Great Britain and the
United States.

As had the New Englanders before them, the Nova
Scotians needed time and credit before they could enter
the costly enterprise of shipping. Throughout the pre-
Revolutionary era, ships owned or registered in Halifax
played only a secondary role in Nova Scotian maritime
commerce, where New Englanders again predominated.
Before 1760, approximately three-quarters of all vessels
as well as approximately five-eights of all tonnage
entering or clearing Halifax originated in New England.
The actual proportion decreased over time, yet the
region's craft retained a numerical superiority
throughout the period. The New Englanders were
surpassed in carrying capacity, after 1773, by British
vessels. The middle colonies generally, if not
spectacularly, increased their share of trade in the

region, while ships registered in Britain maintained a
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fairly stable share of the commerce.’*

Not until 1774-1775 were Halifax vessels able to
contribute substantially to the port's commerce. Even
then local vessels accounted for considerably less
tonange than either New England or British owned ships.
Nonetheless, these years denote a shift which originated
with developments in the 1760s. One such factor was the
significant improvement in cod exports beginning around
1768. Consequently a rise in Nova Scotian shipping
investment commenced in 1769, indicating that local
investors considered the increasing cod exports as
commercially promising. Indeed this improvement
signalled the fact that Nova Scotians had succeeded in
securing a small but stable share of the cod trade from
the New Englanders. Prior to 1764, Nova Scotians
carried only a small proportion of the region's fish
exports, and most of this went directly to New England,
presumably for trans-shipment. Of the dried cod
exported in Halifax vessels, between 1749 and 1763, only
19 per cent went directly to the West Indies, earning
credits directly for Nova Scotia. The labors of Malachi
Salter had an impressive influence on the general
improvement which began in 1764. Between 1764 and 1775,

the proportion of cod carried directly to the West

54Fischer, p. 114. Also see McCusker and Menard, Economy
of British America.
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Indies or southern Europe in Halifax vessels rose to
approximately 40 per cent; 92 per cent of this amount

was carried in vessels in which Salter had some form of
. 55
involvement.

For the cod trade in particular, and maritime trade
in general, the years 1774 and 1775 witnessed a dramatic
shift in Halifax's commercial fortunes. Commercial
successes had convinced Halifax merchants to invest
seriously in shipping by the late 1760s and early 1770s.
This ownership of vessels then enabled the mercantile
community to capitalize on interruptions in normal trade
patterns. Events in the empire during these years

conspired to create such commercial disruptions, to the

6

advantage of the Halifax merchants.’® Over a century

earlier, in the 1640s, New England fishermen and
shippers had benefitted commercially from the vacuum
created by absent English fishermen, caught up in the
political strife at home. The New Englanders were able
to mobilize their fledgling fishing and shipping
enterprises to quickly fill the vacuum, by catering to
the Englishmen's waiting clients. In the process, the
colonists secured a permanent niche for themselves

within this commercial network. This expansion had

55Fischer, pp. 116-119.
56Ibid., p. 122.
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other lasting influences on the local economies.
Significantly, it educated the New Englanders into the
arts and skills of the maritime-imperial system. The
commercial growth fostered both the fishing and
shipbuilding industries, which in turn served as
nurseries for New England's mariners and - more
importantly - merchants. The skills learned here
enabled Yankee merchants to enter and eventually
orchestrate the region's far-reaching and increasingly
complex commercial networks. During the 1770s, Halifax
merchants stood to advance in a similar fashion from the
latest Anglo civil war. Responding to the Boston Tea
Party, an angry Parliament closed the city's port in
1774. While this did not halt Boston's trading
activities entirely, it did substantially hinder them.
The port closure resulted in a shortage of shipping
tonnage in a number of the colonial trades. This led to
a re-orientation of Boston's shipping energies which
produced a domino-effect in the Greater New England
trading arena. The Salem merchants, who had steadily
been encroaching upon Boston's position in the cod
trades, now shifted their assets out of Nova Scotia and
into the more lucrative Newfoundland fisheries. 1In
addition, Boston merchants shifted their vessels out of
the marginal Bay of Fundy trade into more lucrative

commercial areas. Halifax merchants seized the
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opportunity to occupy these vacuums, securing their
position in the cod trade along with the Nova Scotian
grain trade funneled through the Bay of Fundy. As
evidence of this commercial re-orientation, Halifax

clearances for the West Indies rose dramatically in 1774
and continued to climb through 1775.°%

This realignment of New England trade helps to
explain Nova Scotian commercial decisions, at the same
time that it highlights certain paradoxes within the
province's economic position. In no other northern
colony did the coasting trade play as significant a role
as it assumed in Halifax. Particularly in the pre-
Revolutionary years, most of this trade was with New
England. This would suggest that Halifax should have
been drawn into and connected to the Greater New England
trading realm, as indeed many of the small south shore
outports were. Similarly, and connected to this last
point, no other commercial center conducted a smaller
percentage of the trade with its offshore regions -
hinterlands and outports - than did Halifax. The port's
mercantile elite understood that if Halifax were to
become the entrepdt for Nova Scotia, regular trade must
be established and monopolized with the offshore areas,

especially the Bay of Fundy. To accomplish this Halifax

57Ibid., pp. 122-123.
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merchants would first have to wean its outports and
hinterlands from trade with New England. The mercantile
elite increasingly came to see their New England rivals
as the greatest obstacle to the port's commercial
development. Thus, in the crucial years of the mid-
1770s, Halifax merchants recognized their chances for
commercial success as tied to the empire, despite

seemingly close and binding coastal trade networks with
New England.°>® Nova Scotian outports (with their

stronger connections to New England), however, did not
necessarily view the situation in the same light, which
would cause tensions locally and imperially.
Nonetheless, Halifax was able to utilize the
Revolutionary War years to secure a hold on the outports
and hinterlands in its vicinity. This returns us to the
conceptualization and complexities of internal and
external economic structures. Seemingly, Halifax should
have been linked by its coasting trade with New England
into an internalist and/or American vision. Yet, with
its position on the fringes of both New and 0ld England,
the mercantile community had a range of options, and at

that moment could see greater opportunities through an

58Ibid., pp. 112-113. Also see, J. M. Bumsted, “The
Patterson Regime and the Impact of the American Revolution on
the Island of St. John, 1775-1786," Acadiensis 13 (Autumn
1983); and, W. B. Kerr, “The Merchants of Nova Scotia and the
American Revolution, * Canadian Historical Review 13 (1932).
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external and/or imperial vision. This realization, and
the resulting choices it inspired, helped to shape
Halifax's economy in a two-fold manner. First, it
helped to curb the control of the region's primary
commercial rival, New England. It did not destroy this
connection, however, since New England would remain an
important trading partner even after the Revolution.
Secondly, it tied Halifax merchants into the
adventuresome capitalism which accompanied war.
Although contemporaries could not foresee these events,
the Atlantic Empire was poised on the brink of two
revolutionary wars, spanning a period of almost four
decades. These events encouraged and supported
Halifax's imperial, Atlantic focus. The outport
merchants, on the other hand, frequently retained their
New England networks, highlighting the paradoxes and
complexities of determining imperial commercial centers.
Finally, it needs to be emphasized that Nova
Scotian merchants, situated on the fringes of two
empires, chose their economic paths. And in so doing,
reveals ways in which societies and/or communities on
the margins of greater powers might use that position to
their advantage. This is not to underestimate the
degree to which the merchants’ activities and decisions
were circumscribed by imperial power. Nor is it to

infer that all Nova Scotian merchants reacted
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identically, for the divide amongst the Haligonian
merchants and those of the outports persisted.
Nonetheless, the core of the Nova Scotian mercantile
community cast their lot, as did the wealthy Loyalist

magnates described by Countryman, with the empire.
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Chapter 3: An Anglo-American Atlantic Merchant Community?

Upon the arrival of the Ship Congress in this

harbour [Halifax] Mr. Reid the Master applied to us

for advice & assistance, & being an entire stranger

here we readily afforded him that protection which

we have never withheld from any [A]lmerican Ship

Master in the like situation.!
William Forsyth’s involvement with the Congress introduces a
number of elements which will be examined and built upon in
this chapter. Given the nature of the correspondence it is

clear that the American vessel had been seized and

subsequently condemned by the Vice Admiralty Court in
Halifax.? Forsyth wrote to the merchant house, Messrs

Gouverneur and Kimble of New York, who presumably represented
the ship’s owner to notify them of the actions taken. The
Halifax merchant had stood security for the court expenses
and paid various other legal fees as well as advancing the
ship master, Reid, personal funds. Complications arose when
Forsyth’s agent in New York, most likely Saidler and

Waterbury, had attempted to redeem Reid’s bill of exchange on

Iwilliam Forsyth to Messrs Gouverneur and Kimble, New
York, February 15, 1798, NSARM, MG3/150.

2For discussions of the activities of the Vice-Admiralty
Court in Halifax see David Sutherland, *Halifax Merchants and
the Pursuit of Development, 1783-1850," Canadian Historical
Review 59 (1978); and David Sutherland, *“1810-1820: War and
Peace,” in The Atlantic Region to Confederation: A History,
ed. Phillip A. Buckner and John G. Reid (Toronto: University
of Toronto Press, 1994).
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Hoffman and Company of the same city. #“In payment of this
bill Messrs Hoffman & Co. gave our agent another of their own
drawing on London, which was returned protested, but before
it reached New York Mr. Hoffman had absconded, & we are left
without remedy except from the Creditors.” Forsyth felt
confident that the creditors would reimburse him.
Nonetheless, he warned Gouverneur and Kimble that, “[i]f we
are allowed to suffer in this instance, it will effectually
prevent our interference in [the] future in behalf of

[Almerican property brought here for adjudication without a
formal guarantee."3 During the Napoleonic Wars, Forsyth

frequently assisted foreign ship owners (American and
European) in reclaiming their property, i.e. vessels and/or
cargoes. Since he charged a commission fee for such
assistance, Forsyth undoubtedly fared well by these
transactions. Yet, it would be a mistake to reduce Forsyth’s
motives to simply financial gain. In 1796, Forsyth had
written to the Philadelphian merchant James Crawford, whose
ship also had been condemned. Assessing the current
situation, Forsyth wrote: *“We cannot help thinking that the
British cruisers are drawing the cord too close at the
present juncture, and that the Vice Admiralty Courts are too

much disposed to gratify them, contrary to the intention of

3William Forsyth to Messrs Gouverneur and Kimble, New
York, February 15, 1798, NSARM, MG3/150.
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the Government.” Here, Forsyth illuminates the multifaceted
interests operating on the peripheries of empire. The
cruisers were taking advantage of the current imperial
conflict to haul in any foreign vessel which could be deemed
suspicious, in anticipation of the prize monies. According
to Forsyth, the courts appeared too willing to accommodate
the navy in contradiction to the imperial government’s
desires. At the same time, Forsyth recognized the merchants
as a body both involved in and distinct from these
proceedings. “[W]e shall upon all occasions afford American
citizens every protection and assistance in our power to

obtain justice, it being no more than we should expect of
others were our property in the like situation.”? 1In this

instance, Forsyth’s trust was based upon the perceived
responsibility of the merchant community to look out for and
protect its members. It also shows that these mercantile
interests could and did traverse imperial boundaries.

Indeed, here, commercial interests took precedence over those
of the metropole. Through this letter we see evidence of a
broad interest group maneuvering within the imperial
commercial nexus, while protecting its own needs.

Within these two letters, Forsyth makes visible that

4William Forsyth to James Crawford, Philadelphia,
September 16, 1796, NSARM, MG3/150. For a discussion of
Forsyth’s role in speculating in prize ships during the
Napoleonic Wars, see Davis S. Macmillan, “The Scot as
Businessman,” in The Scottish Tradition in Canada, ed. W.
Stanford Reid (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1976).

164



which has often gone unnoticed by historians, i.e. the
reality of a viable and cohesive merchant community present
in the Anglo Atlantic both before and after the Revolution.
The ship master, a stranger to Halifax, turned immediately to
the merchant community for assistance, recognizing the
merchants’ access to and influence upon the necessary
financial, legal and imperial resources. More pertinently,
Reid had undoubtedly learned through the maritime grapevine
to call upon Forsyth specifically. Fulfilling Reid’s trust,
Forsyth provided ready capital and set the proper legal
proceedings in motion. In New York, just as in Halifax, it
would be merchants who attended to the details of reinstating
the ship to its owner. In this context, Forsyth underscores
the role of reputation within the workings of the merchant
community. The awkward moment in these arrangements had come
when Forsyth attempted to recoup his funds, only to find that
Hoffman had skipped town. Yet he relied upon the normal
functionings of the mercantile community ultimately to
protect his capital. More pertinently, in warning Gouverneur
and Kimble that he should not suffer from this instance,
Forsyth underscored and threatened to utilize the sanctions
built into the merchant community to secure his interests.
Finally, Forsyth (in both letters) matter-of-factly
recognized the new United States as a member of the broader
Atlantic Anglo-American merchant community in which he

maneuvered.
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This chapter conceptualizes merchants as a recognizable
community or society with shared interests, customs and
regulations as well as rivalries and tensions. Merchants
demonstrated the reality of their community through adherence
to regulations and customs, services rendered and financial
responsibility to one another. Communal forces such as
gossip and mutuality served to both monitor and benefit
members of the community. Through their related commercial
interests, the merchants during the eighteenth century both
sustained and adapted to the emerging commercial/financial
structures, which produced modern institutions such as banks
and insurance companies in their wake. A focus on the
workings of Anglo-American Atlantic trade through the
activities of agents and commissioned merchants illustrates
the daily workings of a commercial community. Within this
context, a discussion of paternalism and the rise of
personal services adds complexity and depth to the nature of
that society. In an era of intense political debates and
conflicts, imperial and national polities helped to shape an
evolving Anglo-American Atlantic world. The same can be said
of the merchant community, which operated within and across
shifting boundaries, based upon its sense of itself as a

community.
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A Merchant Community

While most historians have employed the term merchant
community as a convenient and functional label, they have
done so with noted reservations. In much of the historical
literature merchants performed a common economic function
which set them apart from other groups in society although,

seemingly, they rarely acted and thought as a unified and
cohesive body.5 More commonly, they have been portrayed as a

diverse and often divided lot. It is my contention in this
dissertation that merchants qualified as a viable,
identifiable community, although frequently far-flung,
nebulous and, at times, contentious. To a significant
degree, Anglo-American commerce shared a common heritage,
operating on time-honored and recognized practices,
traditions and customs. Moreover, merchants adhered to

established regulations, which were increasingly capable of

5Recent examples of this less structured construction of
the merchant community include: Thomas Doerflinger, A
Vigorous Spirit of Enterprise: Merchants and Economic
Development in Revolutionary Philadelphia (Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press, 1986); John J. McCusker
and Russel R. Menard, the Economy of British America, 1607-
1789 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1985);
David Hancock, Citizens of the World: London Merchants and
the Integration of the British Atlantic Community, 1735-1785
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995); and, Cathy
Matson, Merchants & Empire: Trading in Colonial New York
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1998).
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being enforced by the courts. Finally, as with many

professions the merchants operated at one level as
competitors yet at another level depended upon one another
for specialized expertise, skills, resources and the like.
The merchant community in both Great Britain and the
colonies encompassed a vast and heterogeneous society
comprised largely of men from a broad spectrum of economic,
social and political backgrounds who, geographically, spanned
the North Atlantic rim. From an historical perspective,
merchants represented the most visible element of a much
larger commercial society, which incorporated a host of
activities and services from the artisans and laborers who
built the ships, to the mariners who sailed them. It
included British and colonial officials who inspected both

the vessels and their cargoes as well as captains and
supercargoes who bought and sold goods.7 In contemporary

British usage, however, many groups who were essential to the
commercial economy, such as "artificers" or manufactures,

skilled tradesmen, retailers and shopkeepers were not

6For the growing sophistication of the American
financial system see Edwin J. Perkins, American Public
Finance and Financial Services, 1700-1815 (Columbus: Ohio
State University Press, 1994); Ian Steele, The English
Atlantic, 1675-1740: An Exploration of Communication and
Community (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986); and
Cornelia Hughes Dayton, Women before the Bar: Gender, Law,
and Society in Connecticut, 1639-1789 (Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press, 1995)

"Matson, p. 3.
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8

considered to be merchants. Contemporary Britons and

Americans could readily place these individuals into separate
occupational groups. For example, merchants sold their goods
to shopkeepers who, in turn, were general retailers. Grocers
were purveyors, typically in retail, of such imported foods
as coffee, cocoa, wine, lemons and pepper. Into this arena,
also appeared various distributors or wholesalers including
ironmongers, chandlers, tobacconists, etc. Even though the
services and activities of these groups frequently

overlapped, contemporaries understood these to be distinct

9

classifications. Where the term merchant had once referred

to anyone trading in goods, by the mid-eighteenth century the
meaning had narrowed considerably.10 The changing nature of
this definition, in many ways, signaled a transition within
the mercantile community itself, surrounding its roles and
expectations, during the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries. Timothy Cunningham qualified the definition of

merchant as not "every one who buys or sells" but rather one

8Hancock, Citizens of the World, p. 10.
9Doerflinger, A Vigorous Spirit of Enterprise, p. 17.

10The Oxford English Dictionary provides the original
definition of the word merchant as “one who buys and sells
commodities for profit.” Reflecting eighteenth-century
commentators, the Dictionary indicates that early on the word
was restricted to whole sale traders, especially those
engaging in overseas commerce.
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who moves in the "Way of Commerce" by "Importation or
Exportation, " one who "makes it his Living to buy and sell,

and that by a continued Assiduity, or frequent Negotiation in

nll

the Mystery of Merchandizing. Samuel Johnson, along with

most contemporaries, stressed this element of exportation,

describing a merchant as one "who trafficks to remote

2

countries."!? On both sides of the Atlantic, the perception

increasingly gained credence during these centuries that a
merchant was one who engaged in wholesale trade to remote
regions, either foreign and/or transoceanic. Merchants
varied considerably in the economic resources available to
them. What unites all of these individuals, and thus
distinguishes them from those engaged in domestic trade, is
the financial capacity to have the capital and profits of
their goods tied up for extended time periods required for
transoceanic voyages.

The Atlantic merchants constituted an identifiable, if
complex and even paradoxical, community. As noted above,
merchants, in different times and under varying conditions,
both competed with and relied upon each other. To offset

this problematic and dualistic nature inherent within

11Timothy Cunningham, The Law of Bills of Exchange,
Promissory Notes, Bank-Notes, and Insurances (London, 1761),
p. 4 and n.1l; quoted in Hancock, Citizens of the World, pp.
9-10.

12Hancock, Citizens of the World, p. 9.

170



commerce, factions evolved within the larger trading sphere
based upon alternate ties and/or networks. Kin and co-
religionists were common in these arrangements. New England
merchants, throughout the seventeenth and into the eighteenth
centuries, preferred to deal with overseas relatives.
Quakers, Huguenots and Jews offer famous examples of co-

religionists forming specialized networks within the larger

3 From his base in Nova Scotia, William

Atlantic realm.?!
Forsyth worked through not only family members but also
fellow Scottish merchants, whenever possible.!? The Loyalists

utilized a visible attachment to empire to establish a newly-

recognizable interest group which then served to create

13Steele, p. 216; Doerflinger, A Vigorous Spirit of
Enterprise, p. 61; also see Stephanie Grauman Wolf, As
Various as Their Land: The Everyday Lives of Eighteenth-
Century Americans (New York: HarperCollins Publishers, Inc.,
1993).

l4William Forsyth benefited directly from the commercial
talents amongst his family and relatives. 1In Liverpool,
England, Forsyth's son Thomas and son-in-law William Smith
operated a branch office. The Forsyths of London had
valuable connections with the British Naval Contractors,
while the Forsyths in Montreal were prominent in the fur,
timber and corn trade. Moreover, as a Scotsman, Forsyth
pursued business with fellow nationals whenever possible. In
Newfoundland, he dealt with Andrew Thomson based out of
Greenock. In Grenada his agents were the Scottish firm of
Cruden, Pollard and Stewart. In Jamaica, he utilized the
Scottish house of Bogle and Jopps. In Martinique he had the
Scotsman, Alexander Brymer. In New Brunswick there was
Robert Pagan in Saint Andrews and the Black family in Saint
John. David S. Macmillan, “The ‘New Men’ in Action: Scottish
Mercantile and Shipping Operation in the North American
Colonies, 1760-1825," in Canadian Business History: Selected
Studies, 1497-1971, ed. David S. Macmillan (Toronto:
McClelland & Stewart, Ltd., 1972), p. 73.
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alliances for the merchants within the fold. But the
expansive nature of Atlantic commerce outpaced these narrower
interest groups. Increasingly, commercial connections
centered on and were loosely guaranteed by a body of merchant

customs and English laws common to the Anglo-American
Atlantic.!®

Toby Ditz has argued that Philadelphia merchants used a
theatrical paradigm throughout their letters which both
reflected and gave voice to their growing concerns over
issues of masculinity during the late-eighteenth century. 1In
part, the merchants were responding to dislocations brought
on by the transformation of markets “from temporally and

spatially delimited place and events into impersonal,

6

unbounded and abstract processes."1 According to Ditz, then,

theatricality was a device to cope with the fluid and dynamic
nature of the market, particularly in its ability to
undermine customary manners of sanctioning social rank.
Moreover, the letters functioned as critical forms of self-
presentation for individual merchants before their peers. 1In
this respect, merchant correspondence often served pragmatic

purposes such as seeking letters of recommendation,

15S5teele, p. 216.

l6Toby L. Ditz, *Shipwrecked; or Masculinity Imperiled:
Mercantile Representations of Failure and the Gendered Self
in Eighteenth-Century Philadelphia.” Journal of American
History (June 1994): p. 55.
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extensions on loans, or credit itself. Ditz is correct in
emphasizing the importance of correspondence to the
mercantile community, operating on a number of levels. Yet,
I would argue that an examination of Forsyth’s letters
reveals the central importance of mercantile correspondence
in linking Anglo-American merchants throughout the Atlantic
and, in so doing, creating an aura of familiarity which
worked to transcend the increasingly detached nature of the
market. The letters routinely communicated business matters
and news as well as seeking both commercial or individual
services, and/or credit from fellow merchants. Concurrently,
Forsyth’s letters carried social courtesies, conversation and
concern for his correspondents. As will be discussed below,
at the same moment the market was rapidly expanding and
ostensibly becoming more impersonal, merchants were being
called upon to provide a growing number of personal or human
services. By the late nineteenth century, the emergence of
multi-regional corporations took on a disturbingly aloof

character to Americans caught up in the accelerating
processes of the market economy.17 During this earlier era,

however, merchants - through their knowledge, services,
contacts, networks and correspondence - seemingly retained an

intimate element within commerce and, in the process,

17Robert Wiebe, The Search for Order, 1877-1920 (New
York: Hill and Wang, 1967).
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localized the Anglo-American Atlantic.!®

Commerce depended upon an element of faith either in the
trustworthiness of the customer or in the ability of the
system to protect the merchant. This sense of dependence
increased with long-distance trade. Standard rules such as
those concerning commission fees, negotiating financial
instruments and the settling of insurance claims, for
example, facilitated mercantile transactions. The
recognition and acceptance of a set of customs allowed
merchants to come together and operate as a community. As
the eighteenth century progressed, corporate and government
bureaucracies gradually acquired the ability and mechanisms
needed to police commerce as well as enforce existing and new
laws evermore effectively. This realization, in part, serves
as an indicator of the maturation of commercial and financial
infrastructures within the Anglo Atlantic world. What we see
in the decades between roughly 1760 to 1820 is a world in
transition where “modern” methods and institutions are
gaining ground while, simultaneously, *“traditional” family
networks and oral business cultures remained strong.

Over the long decades while these infrastructures
developed, the merchant community often employed less formal

means to attain adherence from its members. Gossip was one

18Ditz cites new historicists such as Peter Stallybrass,
Allon White and John Agnew in her discussion of
theatricality. Ditz, “Shipwrecked; or, Masculinity
Imperiled,” pp. 53-56.
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of these. Merchants gossiped amongst themselves regarding a
variety of matters of common interest and concern. For
American merchants, a favorite topic of discussion centered
on English suppliers. Colonials scrutinized and compared
both the wares and the terms on which these goods were
exported to America. Other staples of conversation included

the fortunes of their mercantile peers, market trends in the

9

Atlantic world and rumors of war.!’ News was crucial to

merchants and the gossip of local trade communities
represented a vital source of current information. As such,
merchants eagerly and constantly sought news regarding market
trends, the credit-worthiness of their peers and the
reliability of British and American houses. The information
gathered in the taverns, coffee houses and streets of
Atlantic port cities helped the merchants in determining how
to utilize and protect their commercial interests. But
gossip also served as an informal policing mechanism within
commercial circles.

The word gossip has traditionally been linked to women
and, through them, to the informal realms of society. By the
late sixteenth century, gatherings at the time of childbirth
were referred to as gossipings and the women who attended
them were often labeled gossips. By this time, the term had

acquired an additional meaning, i.e., one (typically a woman)

19Doerflinger, A Vigorous Spirit of Enterprise, p. 18.
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"who delights in idle talk; a newsmonger, a tattler." Women
did talk as they gathered at a relative's or neighbor's
childbed and, more importantly from a social perspective,
that talk took place outside the presence of men. Thus, many
viewed it as idle or "tattling", and distinctly feminine by
nature. As such, it was assumed to be divorced from the male
world of formal power. But this conception obscures the role
gossip played in the public and male - in other words, formal
- realms. Here, we need to look beyond its traditional
association with exclusively female society, and thus its

secondary status, to the significant role that gossip played
within the larger society.?’

Gossip could be a powerful mechanism of social control,
particularly for those who lacked formal power or say in a
society. Thus, its traditional and intimate connection to
women. In a society organized along gendered lines of power,

gossip can be seen as one of the few venues available to

20Mary Beth Norton, Founding Mothers and Fathers:
Gendered Power and the Forming of American Society (New York:
Random House, Inc., 1996), p. 223. For further discussions
of gossip see Susan Mann Trofimenkoff, “Gossip in History,”
Historical Papers (Canada), 1985; Edith B. Gelles, “Gossip:
An Eighteenth-Century Case,” Journal of Social History 22
(Summer 1989); Karen V. Hansen, “The Power of Talk in
Antebellum New England,” Agricultural History 67 (Spring
1993); Andrew J. King, “Constructing Gender: Sexual Slander
in Nineteenth-Century America,” Law and History Review 13
(Spring 1995); Margaret Hillyard Little, “He Said, She Said:
The Role of Gossip in Determining Single Mothers’ Eligibility
for Welfare,” Journal of Policy History, vol. 11, 1999; and
Jorg R. Bergmann, Discreet Indiscretions: The Social
Organization of Gossip, trans. John Bednarz, Jr. (New York:
Aldine de Gruyter, 1993).
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women, through which they could attack their enemies. This
was especially true since women typically owned little or no
property and few economic resources through which they could
be readily damaged. But most, if not all, societies contain
hierarchies. And, even in all male circles, there are those
whom possess immense power and influence as compared to those
with relatively little of either commodity. In gendered
and/or commercial societies, men are traditionally assumed to
have possessed ready access to the formal reins of power in a
society, including those in the political and economic
arenas. An examination of the realities of the mercantile
community, however, reveals the internal social and economic
inequities. Admittance to the means of power was never
evenly distributed throughout these circles; for example,
formal institutions were weighted more heavily in favor of
the mercantile elite. As such, gossip provided a mechanism
by which community consensus could be formulated and in which

a broad array of members could participate - to a greater or
lesser degree - informally.?!

Merchants collected information and passed judgment on
individual members in order to protect themselves and the
financial security of the larger community. In such
estimations, the man and the merchant were inseparable.

Details about a merchant's business, economic net worth and

21Norton, Founding Mothers and Fathers, pp. 253-277.
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private life all figured into his image and reputation. Most
important in formulating an appraisal was the determination
as to whether the man was known for "punctuality and
prudence". These terms carried relatively precise meanings
for eighteenth-century merchants. All traders sought ready
cash in order to invest in new ventures or unexpected market
opportunities that could generate profits. If a trading
partner failed to pay a debt on time or "punctually", he
reduced the creditor's capital base and profit potential.
Most merchants viewed debtors who were inclined to "slow pay"
as a costly mistake. The debtor who went so far as to
speculate with his creditor's money transgressed acceptable

boundaries and was considered a grave risk. Such men gained

22

reputations for "unmerchantable" behavior. In an era when

123

much trade was "direct and oral" a suspect or questionable

reputation could seriously injure, if not completely destroy,
a merchant's commercial viability. The mercantile community
understood this and utilized gossip, at a variety of social
levels, as an effective tool to maintain commercial
standards.

The role of gossip illustrates a number of points
concerning the Anglo-Atlantic merchant community. For one,

the merchants recognized and adhered to a common code of

22Doerflinger, A Vigorous Spirit of Enterprise, p. 18.
23Hancock, Citizens of the world, p. 18.
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commercial behavior, exemplified by their recognition of
certain types of conduct as “unmerchantable" or outside the
prescribed mercantile ethics. Much of this tradition, at
least initially, grew up in England and spread throughout the
Atlantic trading empire. Later, the American business
community would incorporate this tradition, in an adapted
form, as its own. After 1783, this common Anglo-American
commercial heritage allowed merchants of the new United
States to operate comfortably within the Atlantic empire.
Next, the multifaceted nature of gossip permitted factions to
form and operate within the larger trading nexus. American
merchants compared and criticized English suppliers and
merchants, at times distinguishing colonial commercial
circles from those in the metropole. In so doing, colonists
drew particular merchants into the fold while excluding
others, in the process revealing the ambiguous and divisive
elements inherent within the merchant community. In time,
American merchants and debtors would fuse their frustrations

and animosities against their British creditors into the
larger political tensions of the 1760s and 1770s.%*

Similarly, traits such as punctuality and financial prudence
reflected the qualities of the larger Anglo-American

commercial society. When British merchants accused American

24See T. H. Breen, Tobacco Culture: The Mentality of the
Great Tidewater Planters on the Eve of Revolution (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1985); and, Ditz, *“Shipwrecked;
or, Masculinity Imperiled”.
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merchants of being dilatory in repaying debts - in other
words, of not being punctual - this criticism resonated with
a British society increasingly frustrated with colonial
actions. Finally, eighteenth-century commerce, in many ways,
stood at the crossroads of modernization. Trade had
progressed beyond the capabilities of kin and ethnic networks
to fulfill all its demands. In this setting, merchants
frequently were forced to judge their clients through the
only tool available to them, a merchant's reputation. In a
later age, more sophisticated laws and bureaucracies worked
to protect commerce. The activities of merchants such as
William Forsyth illuminate the ways in which the mercantile
community attempted to secure itself in an era of transition.
The commercial world of William Forsyth ran from
Newfoundland, extending through the Maritime Provinces and
Canada, down the eastern U.S. coast, into the West Indies and
finally home to London and Greenock. The men that Forsyth
operated through in these various ports were all members of
the Anglo-American Atlantic commercial world. He held these
men to similar standards, judging their performances upon
acknowledged criteria. Forsyth understood and accepted
complications arising from the hazards of weather and the
Atlantic, but was less forgiving of personal failure to enact
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