
 1 

Heidi Schmidt 
HISTORY 318: AMERICAN REVOLUTION 
SPRING 2017 
 

Comparative Colonial Economies on the Eve of the Revolution 

Historically, Virginia was the golden child in the colonies, founded by a royal charter, 

and Massachusetts was the reject, founded by people escaping prosecution in Britain. The 

government was there on the ground floor in Virginia, which allowed them to set up the 

monopoly on tobacco, while the government did not play a major role in Massachusetts until the 

tax acts started. The economies of Massachusetts and Virginia were very different on the eve of 

the revolution, and they responded to the tax acts diversely between 1763 and 1775. Virginia was 

economically dependent on Britain because of the monopoly British merchants had on tobacco, 

so they renounced the acts and boycotted them. Massachusetts was becoming economically 

independent from Britain due to their more diversified economy, so they reacted to the tax acts 

with violence, protesting, and boycotting. 

Virginia’s economy has almost always been a staple crop economy, with tobacco being 

its main export. This did not create the most stable or diversified economy, and over the years, 

tobacco prices rose, and the Virginia economy rose and fell with the tobacco. The British Empire 

also had a monopoly on the tobacco exports. By the early 1760s, British firms were importing 

almost three-quarters of the tobacco that came out of Virginia.1 This monopoly made Virginia 

economically dependent on Britain. So, in 1763 when the British Empire had entered an 

economic depression, tobacco prices went down, and the recession hit Virginia hard. Tobacco 
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planters from all socio-economic classes were facing the possibility of bankruptcy.2 This 

economic dependency on Britain was harmful for the colony, and would create problems 

throughout the lead up to the revolution. 

The monopoly on the tobacco trade, created by the Navigation Acts, was particularly 

harmful to the Virginia planters. The Navigation Acts were first put in place in the mid 1600s, 

and gave Britain a monopoly on the tobacco trade. All tobacco exported from Virginia could 

only be sold to British merchants. This worked out well for the British merchants because they 

could buy their tobacco in Virginia at a lower price where there was virtually no competition, 

and then sell to foreign markets at a higher price. The planters in Virginia never saw any profits 

from foreign markets. Other colonies could get around these policies because they had 

smuggling networks, but Virginia did not have the infrastructure that the New England Colonies 

had when it came to smuggling, so for over 100 year, they were trapped in this monopoly.3 It 

made Virginia dependent on Britain economically. When the tobacco prices fell in 1764, it was 

easy for Virginians to blame their economic depression on the Navigation Acts. Virginian’s felt 

they were contributing their chare of wealth to the Empire because of the Navigation Acts, so 

when the other taxes were levied on them, the colonist did not think they had to pay them and 

resented the Parliament for the taxes.4 

Land Speculation was another important part of the Virginian economy for the wealthy 

gentry. They would buy up frontier land and then sell it to small farmers moving out west. It 

brought in a good deal of money for the Virginian elite, and helped them keep up with their 
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lavish lifestyles, but that all changed with the Proclamation Act of 1763. After the French and 

Indian War, the British promised Kentucky and all the land west of there, as Native American 

Territory. This was land that was claimed by Virginia a long time ago, and some of the gentry 

had already purchased land in that area. The Proclamation denied all of Virginia’s land claim to 

that region, causing the gentry to lose millions of acres of land.5 With the tobacco market not 

doing well at the time, it was a critical blow to the wealth of the upper class in Virginia, and sent 

many further into debt. The Virginia legislature, the House of Burgesses, tried for years to get 

the Proclamation act overturned, and held out hope that it was only temporary, but it was made 

permanent by the British in 1768.6 The Proclamation Act in the end caused permeant damage to 

the relationship between Britain and Virginia. 

The Townshend Acts of 1767 were the first tax acts to elicit a real wide-spread response 

from Virginia. The act taxed British goods that had to be imported into the colonies, like tea and 

paint. Virginian Elite in response took a policy of nonimportation to force Parliament to repeal 

the taxes. It was not only a patriotic decision, but an economic one as well. The wealthy in 

Virginia were in huge amounts of debt, and nonimportation on luxury goods was a great way for 

the gentry class to stop spending money, but having to reveal their money problems to the 

public.7 Unfortunately, it was not a huge success. Nonimportation in 1768 failed to get the gentry 

class out of debt because there was no real way to stop the flow and purchase of all British goods 

in the colony.8 This was not the last time that the Virginia would use this strategy as both and 

economic and political policy. They would use it again in 1774 as a response to the Intolerable 
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Acts, and it was more successful because all socio-economic classes in Virginia were 

participating.9 Again, nonimportation was also about not spending money on British goods 

without showing how much debt Virginia planters were in. Virginia was also in a recession, so 

the colonists had already been reducing what they were buying, so it was easier for them to cut 

off the British goods entirely.10 

In 1772, another economic recession stuck Virginia. The market was flooded with 

tobacco because so many were producing it, and it caused the price of the crop to fall by thirty-

seven percent between 1772 and 1773.11 Merchants were still collecting debts, and the only 

option for many was to mortgage their land to their debtors. In 1772 thirty-six percent of 

Virginia planters had to mortgage their land to pay off debts.12 Planters knew that if the market 

stayed flooded with tobacco, the price would not improve. Some small land holders started to 

withhold their tobacco crop in 1773 to try decrease the amount of the crop in the markets, and 

this practice gained popularity with most tobacco planters by the spring of 1774.13 The gentry 

joined withholding and made it political as both a way to drive up tobacco prices and to pressure 

Britain into repealing the Boston Port Act and reopen the port of Boston. This withholding of 

tobacco crop was called nonexportation. This was a successful movement to drive up tobacco 

prices because British merchants bought in bulk both the summer 1774 and 1775, and bought at 

higher prices.14 Virginia planters defied the laws of economics by flood the market with their 

tobacco and get the price to go up at the same time. Merchants knew the revolution was about to 
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break out, and they would not be able to get any tobacco product if a war happened, so they 

bought as much as they could before the war broke out. 

The colony of Massachusetts had a much different economy then Virginia. Massachusetts 

had a diversified economy. Boston was the largest port and market in 1763, it had been growing 

fast economically, and created a more diversified economy.15 Because of Boston and other ports 

in the colony, Massachusetts had a lot of traders and ship building. The British Government had 

never been too heavily involved in the colony before, so were able to grow and develop a level 

of economic independence. The Massachusetts Gazette in 1763 was printing things defending 

trade with foreign nations and islands in the west indies.16 Britain’s lassie-faire policies with 

Massachusetts, they could grow and develop until 1763 when Britain started to levy taxes and 

interfere with colonial economics. 

The year 1764 was the beginning of trouble brewing in Massachusetts. An economic 

depression hit, causing Boston merchants to go bankrupt due to the lull in trade.17 The Sugar Act 

of 1764 also was issued. This was not only a tax on sugar, but also a tax on trade because it 

imposed taxes to regulate trade, and gave Britain a monopoly on certain American exports.18 

Two of those goods were lumber and fish, which were big exports for Massachusetts. This hurt 

the Massachusetts economy because it made trading more expensive and it limited their market 

for exporting goods. With both the economic depression and the sugar act in 1764, 
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Massachusetts was struggling to stay afloat, and it would not get any easier the closer they got to 

the revolution. 

The Stamp Act of 1765 was the beginning of the more violent resistance from the 

colonist of Massachusetts. The Stamp Act taxed everything made of paper. With all the paper 

involved in trading, this act made trading more expensive for the local traders and merchants. 

Due the already poor economic conditions of the colony, it was not very popular with the 

colonists. The people of Boston resisted, and did so with violent riots and protests. They hung 

effigies, life sized models, of Andrew Oliver and Lord Bute, the tax officials, on trees so show 

their dissatisfaction with the tax.19 The mobs also completely destroyed their houses. They did 

this to keep the tax collectors from doing their jobs by making them fear for their lives. This was 

a very effective form of resistance, because the tax collectors fled the city, and the tax was never 

collected. 

The Townshend Acts of 1767 were next set of taxes imposed on Massachusetts. This tax, 

like the ones before it, was met with a lot of resistance. This act taxed goods that had to be 

imported, and Massachusetts had a very effective way of avoiding this: nonimportation and 

smuggling. The policy of nonimportation was debated because it was policy that hurt local 

traders and merchants, but the colonist eventually decided it was worth the economic strain.20 It 

unfortunately did hurt the traders in Boston and other port towns in Massachusetts. Smuggling 

was a better option for many traders, because it did not hurt them economically. It became the 

norm for many ports, especially Boston. Merchants and traders would bribe the customs officials 

at the docks, which was less expensive for then paying the tax.21 Massachusetts was able to 
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render the Townshend acts ineffective in their colony because of these tactics. Massachusetts 

was still struggling, but not buying any British goods helped, as long as they were not a 

merchant. 

Parliament did repeal all the Townshend taxes, and then passes the Tea Act of 1773. This 

gave the East India Company a monopoly on importing tea to the colonies, and it put a three 

pence tax on tea.22 When the tea arrived in the Boston Port, the colonist wanted it to be sent 

back. Then, on December 16, 1773, the Dartmouth, Eleanor, and Beaver were boarded by 

colonists, and the 90,000 pounds of tea on board was dumped into the harbor.23 In response to 

the Boston Tea Party, Parliament closed the Boston port. The Massachusetts Port Act closed the 

port of Boston until the colonist pay for the tea that they destroyed and for the damages they 

caused in all the rioting.24 This act had the ability to cripple the economy of Massachusetts, 

which is exactly what Parliament wanted because it would force the colony to become dependent 

on Britain.25 Boston was the economic center of Massachusetts, and having it shut down made it 

hard for Massachusetts to fight back. The only means that they had left to fight with was 

economic coercion, but their trade had already been stopped, which hurt the colony greatly. They 

were able to get the other towns in the colony to adopt nonimportation, and pleaded with the 

other colonies in America to adopt the policy as well.26 Massachusetts could have broken under 

the economic burden the Massachusetts Port Act put them under, but they stayed strong. 
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Between 1774 and 1775, Boston had no trade, and the Massachusetts colony suffered until the 

outbreak of the revolution in 1776. 

In the end, Virginia sees that the British Government does not have their interests in mind 

and are not helping them out of their indebted situation, and are fed up with it, and decide to join 

the other colonies. Due to their long-time dependency on Britain, Virginia was not as quick use 

radical means. Overall in Massachusetts, the more the British Government tried to control the 

colony and force them to become dependent, the more the colonist resisted. Massachusetts and 

Virginia had variant experiences with the tax acts between 1763 and 1775. They reacted to them 

differently because of their economies, and their level of economic dependency on Britain. As 

economic conditions worsened in both Virginia and Massachusetts, leaders turned to political 

acts to fix them. 
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