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what seem like modest sins to admit; for most, it was a matter of acknowledging 
indifference to the ordinances or their wish to have more property. Yet upon 
listening to a minister insist that only by confessing could they save their souls, 
some fantasized of covenanting with the Devil. Poor Martha Tyler did so after 
being told by her minister, “Well I see you will not confess! Well, I will now 
leave you, and then you are undone, body and soul, for ever.”

Most striking, in the records, is the exchange between Ann Foster, her 
daughter Mary Lacey, and her granddaughter, Mary Lacey (Jr.), and four of the 
magistrates:

Q. [By the magistrates] Are you willing your daughter should make 
a full and free confession? A. Yes. Q. Are you willing to do so too?
A. Yes. Q. you cannot expect peace of conscience without a free 
confession. A. If I knew any thing more, I would speak it to the 
utmost.—

The next voice is that of Mary Lacey, Sr.:

Oh! mother! how do you do? We have left Christ, and the devil hath 
gat hold of us. How shall I get rid of this evil one? I desire God to 
break my rocky heart that I may get the victory this time.

Worlds of Goods in the Northern Colonies

T. H. BREEN

Just before Christmas 1721 William Moore, described in court records as “a Pedler 
or Petty Chapman,” arrived in the frontier community of Berwick, Maine. Had 
Moore bothered to purchase a peddler’s license, we would probably know 
nothing of his visit. He was undone by success. His illicit sales drew the attention 
of local authorities, and they confiscated Moore’s “bagg or pack of goods.” From 
various witnesses the magistrates learned that the man came to Berwick with 
“sundry goods and Merchandizes for Saile & that he has Travelled from town to 
town Exposeing said Goods to Sale and has Sold to Sundry persons.”

The people of Berwick welcomed Moore to their isolated community. One can 
almost imagine the villagers, most of them humble farmers, rushing to Phillip Hub­
bard’s house to examine the manufactured goods that the peddler had transported 
from Boston. Daniel Goodwin, for example, purchased “a yard and halfe of Stuff for 
handcarchiefs.” Sarah Gooding could not forgo the opportunity to buy some muslin, 
fine thread, and black silk. She also bought “a yard and Quarter of Lase for a Cap.” 
Patience Hubbard saw many things that she wanted, but in the end she settled for a 
“pare of garters.” Her neighbor, Sarah Stone, took home a bundle of “smole trifles.” 
None of the purchases amounted to more than a few pennies.

Colonial American historians have understandably overlooked such trifling 
transactions. They have concentrated instead on the structure of specific
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communities, and though they have taught us much about the people who lived 
in villages such as Berwick, they have generally ignored the social and economic 
ties that connected colonists to men and women who happened to dwell in 
other places. But Moore’s visit reminds us that Berwick was part of an em­
pire—an empire of goods. This unfortunate peddler brought the settlers into 
contact with a vast market economy that linked them to the merchants of Bos­
ton and London, to the manufacturers of England, to an exploding Atlantic 
economy that was changing the material culture not only of the well-to-do but 
also of average folk like Sarah Stone and Patience Hubbard....

... [A] major obstacle to fresh analysis of the Anglo-American empire of the 
eighteenth century is the almost unshakable conviction that the colonists were 
economically self-sufficient. Modem historians who do not agree on other points 
of interpretation have found themselves defending this hardy perennial. Before 
World War II, it was common to encounter in the scholarly literature the 
resourceful yeoman, an independent, Jeffersonian figure who carved a farm out 
of the wilderness and managed by the sweat of his brow to feed and clothe his 
family. This is the theme of patriotic mythology. These were men and women 
who possessed the “right stuff.”

In recent years this self-sufficient yeoman has recmited some enthusiastic new 
support. James A. Henretta, in an influential essay entitled “Families and Fanns,” 
offered perhaps the most coherent argument for this position. These colonial 
farmers, he insisted, were not agrarian entrepreneurs who focused their energies 
on maximizing profit. To the contrary, they represented a “precapitalist” way of 
life. They saw themselves not so much as individuals as members of lineal families 
or of little communities. Since their primary goals were to provide for the welfare 
of dependents, to pass productive land on to future generations, and to achieve 
economic security, these colonial farmers studiously avoided the risks associated 
with the market economy. They rejected innovation in favor of tradition. They 
were deaf to market incentives. Within their households they attempted to satisfy 
as many of their material needs as possible, and when they required something 
they could not produce, they preferred to deal with neighbors rather than outside 
merchants. In other words, from this perspective, subsistence was not the result of 
personal failure or physical isolation. It was a positive expression of precapitalist 
values, a mentalite, that was slowly and painfully being eroded by the advance of 
commercial capitalism. If this is correct, we might as well forget about the con­
sumer society. It hardly seems likely that a few imported English baubles would 
have turned the heads of such militantly self-sufficient farmers.

This thesis struck a responsive chord among some American historians. They 
saw the essay as an important statement in a much larger critique of capitalism in 
the United States, and they claim to have discovered this precapitalist mentality 
throughout American history, in urban as well as rural situations, in the South as 
well as the North. For them, colonial yeoman become “cultural heroes,” warriors 
in what James T. Lemon has ironically termed “a desperate rear-guard action” 
against the encroachment of capitalism....

Though these embattled precapitalist farmers flourish in the pages of learned 
journals, they have proved remarkably difficult to find in the historical record.
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Colonial historians who have gone in search of precapitalist colonial America 
have discovered instead entrepreneurial types, men and women shamelessly 
thrusting themselves into the market economy. Joyce Appleby reviewed this 
literature and announced that “evidence mounts that prerevolutionary Amer­
ica witnessed a steady commercialization of economic life: trades of all kinds 
increased; frontier communities quickly integrated themselves into market 
networks; large and small farmers changed crops in response to commercial 
incentives; new consuming tastes and borrowing practices proliferated.” James 
T. Lemon experienced no better luck than did Appleby in discovering a pre­
capitalist mentality. This careful student of Pennsylvania agriculture stated 
that, “far from being opposed to the market, ‘independent’ farmers eagerly 
sought English manufactured goods and in other ways acted as agents of 
capitalism.”...

The argument for self-sufficiency encounters other problems as well. 
Henretta originally posed his interpretation as a dichotomous proposition: either 
colonial Americans toiled to preserve the “lineal family,” or they strove to par­
ticipate fully in the market economy. But, surely, there is some middle ground. 
No one seriously maintains that the people who settled New England and the 
Middle Colonies were unconcerned about the well-being of family members. 
They knew how difficult it was to survive a hard winter. They planned ahead 
as best they could. They also worried about their children’s futures, about pro­
viding education, about dowries for daughters and land for sons. Such human 
concerns would hardly seem to be the monopoly of precapitalists. Love of family 
certainly did not cool the enthusiasm of Pennsylvania farmers for commercial 
agriculture, nor for that matter did the sale of wheat on the world market 
unloose an outpouring of corrosive economic individualism....

Having liberated ourselves from the myth of self-sufficiency, we can return 
with fresh appreciation to the world of consumption. Between 1700 and 1770, 
the population of the mainland colonies rose approximately eightfold, from 
roughly 275,000 to 2,210,000. During the decade of the 1760s, it jumped almost 
40 percent. Such extraordinarily rapid growth must have strained economic and 
political institutions. At any given time the majority of this population consisted 
of young people, boys and girls who were consumers but not yet full producers 
in this agricultural economy. And yet, contrary to Malthusian expectations, the 
eighteenth-century colonists were remarkably prosperous. They managed to raise 
the value of their exports to the mother country by some 500 percent during this 
period. The importation of British goods rose at an even faster rate. In 1700 the 
average American annually purchased British imports valued at just under a 
pound sterling. By 1700 the per capita figure had jumped to T1.20, a rise 
made all the more impressive when set against the population explosion. What 
this meant is each succeeding generation of colonial American farmers possessed 
more British imports than their fathers had. Gloria L. Main discovered that even 
in New England, the poorest region of the continent, “parents of each genera­
tion succeeded in raising their children in material circumstances no worse and 
possibly a little better than that enjoyed by themselves.”
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These numbers alone reveal why British merchants and manufacturers were 
increasingly drawn to this robust American market. Over the course of the eigh­
teenth century, the center of Britain’s commercial gravity shifted west, away 
from traditional linkages to the Continent to new ports such as Liverpool and 
Glasgow that catered to the colonial consumer demand. In other words, as the 
American buyers became more dependent on British suppliers, the British busi­
ness community became more dependent on the colonial market. “It was thus 
hard facts,” explains Jacob M. Price, “and not imagination that made British 
manufacturers so sensitive to the opening and closing of the North American 
market at the time of the nonimportation agreements of the 1760’s and 
1770’s.”

The Americans were only slowly integrated into the British consumer econ­
omy. The key decade in this commercial process appears to be the 1740s. Before 
that time, colonial demand for imports rose, but not very rapidly....

During the 1740s, the American market suddenly took off. British goods 
flooded the colonies, and though war occasionally dismpted trade, business 
always rebounded. Journals carried more and more advertisements for consumer 
goods. Stores popped up in little New England country villages and along the 
rivers of the Chesapeake. Carolinians demanded consumer goods; so too did 
the wheat farmers and the Indian traders of the Middle Colonies. Everywhere 
the pace of business picked up. By 1772 the Americans were importing British 
manufactures in record volume. As in the mother country, this market was 
driven largely by demand. To pay for these goods the colonists produced more 
and more tobacco, rice, indigo, wheat, fish, tar—indeed, anything that would 
supply the income necessary to purchase additional imports. The Staple Colonies 
maintained direct trade links with England and Scotland, but in New England 
and the Middle Colonies the consumer challenge forced merchants to peddle 
local products wherever there was a market. Pennsylvania merchants carried 
ever larger amounts of wheat and flour to southern Europe. New Englanders 
relied on the West Indian trade to help pay the bill for British manufactures. As 
one New Yorker explained in 1762, “Our importation of dry goods from 
England is so vastly great, that we are obliged to betake ourselves to all possible 
arts to make remittances to the British merchants. It is for this purpose we import 
cotton from St. Thomas’s and Surinam; lime-juice and Nicaragua wood from 
Curacoa [sir]; and logwood from the bay, &c. and yet it drains us of all the silver 
and gold we can collect.”

This consumer revolution affected the lives of all Americans. To be sure, the 
social effect was uneven, and the British imports initially flowed into the house­
holds of the well-to-do. These are the goods that catch our eyes in modem 
museums and restored colonial homes. Not surprisingly, we know a good deal 
about the buying habits of the gentry. Their lives were often well documented, 
and the fine pieces of china and silver that came into their possession are more apt 
to have survived to the present than were the more ordinary items that found their 
way into modest households. The general pattern of cultural diffusion seems clear 
enough. Poorer colonists aped their social betters, just as wealthy Americans 
mimicked English gentlemen. However slowly these new tastes may have been
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communicated, they eventually reached even the lowest levels of society. In her 
study of colonial Maryland, for example, Lorena Walsh discovered that, “by the 
1750s, even the poorer sorts were finding a wide variety of non-essentials increas­
ingly desirable. At the lowest levels of wealth this meant acquiring more of the 
ordinary amenities families had so long foregone—tables, chairs, bed steads, indi­
vidual knives and forks, bed and table linens, and now-inexpensive ceramic 
tableware.” A similar transformation of material culture was occurring in other 
regions.

Perhaps the central item in this rapidly changing consumer society was tea. 
In the early decades of the eighteenth century, tea began to appear in the homes 
of wealthier Americans. It may have replaced stronger drinks such as the popular 
mm punch, and by the 1740s proper ladies and gentlemen regularly socialized 
over tea. Taking tea became a recognized ritual requiring the correct cups and 
saucers, sugar bowls, and a collection of pots. By mid-century lesser sorts insisted 
on drinking tea, and though their tea services may not have been as costly as 
those of the local gentry, they performed the ritual as best they could. Even 
the poor wanted tea. One historian found that, during a confrontation with 
city officials that occurred in 1766, the residents of the Philadelphia poor house 
demanded Bohea tea. For all these Americans, drinking tea required cups that 
could hold extremely hot liquids and that, in turn, forced them to import the 
technically advanced ceramics that originated in Staffordshire. Not until well 
after the Revolution were American potters able to produce cups of such high 
quality at competitive prices. What catches our attention is how colonial Amer­
icans were increasingly drawn into the marketplace. A decision to buy tea led to 
other purchases. English glasses held imported wines. English cloth fashioned 
into dresses and coats looked better with imported metal buttons. One had to 
serve imported sugar in the appropriate imported pewter or silver bowl.

The consumer revolution also introduced choice into the lives of many 
Americans. With each passing generation the number of imported goods avail­
able to the colonists expanded almost exponentially. In the 1720s, for example, 
the newspapers carried advertisements for at most a score of British manufac­
tures. Usually, these were listed in general categories, such as dry goods, and 
one has the impression that even urban merchants carried a basic and familiar 
stock. But after the 1740s American shoppers came to expect a much larger 
selection, and merchants had to maintain ever larger inventories. When 
Gottlieb Mittelberger, a German minister, traveled through Pennsylvania in the 
early 1750s, he could not believe how many imported items he saw for sale: 
wine, spices, sugar, tea, coffee, rice, rum, fine china, Dutch and English cloth, 
leather, linen cloth, fabrics, silks, damask, and velvet. “Already,” Mittelberger 
declared, “it is really possible to obtain all the things one can get in Europe in 
Pennsylvania, since so many merchant ships arrive there every year.” Individual 
merchants placed journal advertisements during the 1760s announcing the arrival 
from the mother country of hundreds of items. During some busy months, more 
than 4,000 separate goods appeared in the newspaper columns. Advertisers now 
broke down general merchandise groups by color and design. The consumer 
revolution exposed the colonists not only to a proliferation of goods but also
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to an ever escalating descriptive language. No doubt, as time passed, colonial 
buyers became more discerning, demanding increasingly better quality and 
wider variety.

For many consumers—particularly for women—the exercise of choice in 
the marketplace may have been a liberating experience, for with choice went a 
measure of economic power. One could literally take one’s business elsewhere. 
We have come to think of consumerism as a negative term, as a kind of mindless 
mass behavior, but for the colonists of the mid-eighteenth century, shopping 
must have heightened their sense of self-importance. It was an arena in which 
they could ask questions, express individuality, and make demands. One could 
plausibly argue that, by exposing colonists to this world of consumer choice, 
the British reinforced the Americans’ already strong conviction of their own 
personal independence....

These colonial stores, wherever they appeared, provided an important link 
between the common people of America and the mother country. Unfortu­
nately, we do not know much about these scattered places of business. Most 
were probably small, no larger than a garage in a home today. Such certainly 
was the store operated by Jonathan Trumbull in mral Connecticut. But despite 
their modest size, these buildings—sometimes a room in the merchant’s home— 
held an amazing variety of goods. As Glenn Weaver, Trumbull’s biographer, ex­
plains, a sampling of the merchant’s ledger books during the 1730s and 1740s 
reveals an amazingly full stock of imports: “Pepper, lace, gloves, gunpowder, 
flints, molasses, mm, Watts’ Psalms, mohair, dmgs, tiles, paper, garlix (a kind of 
cloth), pots, pans, ‘manna,’ cord, pails, needles, knives, indigo, logwood, earth­
enware, raisins, thimbles, buckles, allspice, tea, buttons, mace, combs, butter, 
spectacles, soap, brimstone, nails, shot, sewing silk, sugar, wire, looking glasses, 
tape, ‘Italian crape,’ ‘allam,’ pewter dishes, etc.” One wonders what items were 
hidden in Weaver’s “etc.” He seems already to have listed just about everything 
that a Connecticut farm family might have desired....

Along the roads of mid-eighteenth-century America also traveled the ped­
dlers, the chapmen, and the hawkers, figures celebrated in folklore but ignored 
almost completely by serious historians. The failure to explore the world of 
these itinerant salesmen is unfortunate, for they seem to have accounted for a 
considerable volume of trade. The peddlers made up a sizable percentage of 
James Beckman’s customers, and he was one of the most successful import 
merchants in New York City. In Boston Thomas Hancock took good care of 
his “country chaps,” making certain British merchants and manufacturers sup­
plied them with the items that the colonists actually wanted to buy. These tra­
velers seem to have hawked their goods along city streets as well as country 
highways. Men as well as women peddled their wares. A New York law setting 
conditions for this sort of business specifically mentioned “he” and “she,” indi­
cating that in this colony at least people of both sexes carried consumer goods 
from town to town.

But whatever their gender, itinerants sometimes traveled far, popping 
up everywhere, ubiquitous denizens of village taverns. When Alexander 
Hamilton journeyed through the northern colonies in 1744, for example, he
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regularly encountered peddlers. “I dined att William’s att Stonington[, Con­
necticut] with a Boston merchant name Gardiner and one Boyd, a Scotch 
Irish pedlar,” Hamilton scribbled. “The pedlar seemed to understand his business 
to a hair. He sold some dear bargains to Mrs. Williams, and while he smoothed 
her up with palaber, the Bostoner amused her with religious cant. This pedlar 
told me he had been some time agoe att Annapolis [Maryland].” In Bristol, 
Rhode Island, Hamilton and his black servant were taken for peddlers because 
they carried large “portmanteaux,” and the local residents rushed out into the 
street to inspect their goods. The number of peddlers on the road appears to 
have been a function of the general prosperity of the colonial economy. In other 
words, they do not seem to have represented a cmde or transitional form of 
merchandising. As the number of stores increased, so too did the number of ped­
dlers. In fact, the two groups often came into conflict, for the peddlers operating 
with little overhead could easily undercut the established merchant’s price. 
Shopkeepers petitioned the various colonial legislatures about this allegedly unfair 
competition. In turn, the lawmakers warned the peddlers to purchase licenses, 
some at substantial fees, but judging from the repetition of these regulations in 
the statutes, one concludes that the peddlers more than held their own against 
the mral merchants....

One can only speculate about the motivation of the colonial buyer. The 
psychology of eighteenth-century consumption was complex, and each person 
entered the market for slightly different reasons. Some men and women wanted 
to save money and time. After all, producing one’s own garments—a linen shirt, 
for example—was a lengthy, tedious process, and the purchase of imported cloth 
may have been more cost effective than was turning out homespun. Beauty also 
figured into the calculus of consumption. An imported Staffordshire plate or a 
piece of ribbon brought color into an otherwise drab environment. Contempo­
rary merchants certainly understood that aesthetics played a major role in win­
ning customers. In 1756, for example, one frustrated English supplier wrote to 
the Philadelphia merchant John Reynall, “There is no way to send goods with 
any certainty of sale but by sending Patterns of the several colours in vogue with 
you.” No doubt, some Americans realized that ceramic plates and serving dishes 
were more sanitary to use than were the older wooden trenchers. In addition, 
consumer goods provided socially mobile Americans with boundary markers, 
an increasingly recognized way to distinguish betters from their inferiors, for 
though the mral farmer may have owned a tea cup, he could not often afford 
real china. In whatever group one traveled, however, one knew that consumer 
goods mediated social status. Their possession gave off messages full of meanings 
that modem historians have been slow to comprehend. Finally, just as it is today, 
shopping in colonial times was entertaining. Consumer goods became topics of 
conversation, the source of a new vocabulary, the spark of a new kind of social 
discourse.

.. .British imports provided white Americans with a common framework of 
experience. Consumption drew the colonists together even when they them­
selves were unaware of what was happening. Men and women living in different 
parts of the continent purchased a similar range of goods. The items that
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appeared in New England households also turned up in the Carohnas. The rice 
planters of Charleston probably did not know that northern farmers demanded 
the same kinds of imports. They may not have even cared. But however tenuous 
communication between mid-eighteenth-century colonists may have been, there 
could be no denying that British manufacturers were standardizing the material 
culture of the American colonies. Without too much exaggeration, Staffordshire 
pottery might be seen as the Coca-Cola of the eighteenth century. It was a prod­
uct of the metropolitan economy that touched the lives of people living on 
the frontier of settlement, eroding seventeenth-century folkways and bringing 
scattered planters and famiers into dependence on a vast world market that 
they did not yet quite comprehend.

Herein lies a paradox[:] ... The road to Americanization ran through 
Anglicization. In other words, before these widely dispersed colonists could 
develop a sense of their own common cultural identity, they had first to be 
integrated fully into the British empire. Royal government in colonial America 
was never large enough to effect Anglicization. Nor could force of arms have 
brought about this cultural redefinition. Such a vast shift in how Americans 
viewed the mother country and each other required a flood of consumer 
goods, little manufactured items that found their way into gentry homes as 
well as frontier cabins....

The extent of this imperialism of goods amazed even contemporaries. In 
1771, William Eddis, an Englishman living in Maryland, wrote home that “the 
quick importation of fashions from the mother country is really astonishing. I am 
almost inclined to believe that a new fashion is adopted earlier by the polished 
and affluent American than by many opulent persons in the great metropolis.... 
In short, very little difference is, in reality, observable in the manners of the 
wealthy colonist and the wealthy Briton.” Eddis may have exaggerated, but 
probably not much. Students of the book trade, for example, have discovered 
that the colonists demanded volumes printed in England. Indeed, so deep was 
the Anglicization of American readers that “a false London imprint could seem 
an effective way to sell a local publication.” Newspaper advertisements announced 
that merchants carried the “latest English goods.” By the mid-eighteenth century, 
these imported items had clearly taken on symbolic value. Put simply, pride of 
ownership translated into pride of being part of the empire, a sentiment that was 
reinforced but not created by the victory of the British amiy over the French in 
the Seven Years’ War.

So long as the king of England ruled over an empire of goods, his task was 
relatively easy. The spread of the consumer society, at least before the Stamp Act 
Crisis, tied the colonists ever closer to the mother country. This is what Benjamin 
Franklin tried to communicate to the House of Commons. He observed that 
before 1763 the Americans had “submitted willingly to the government of the 
Crown, and paid, in all their courts, obedience to acts of parliament.” It cost Par­
liament almost nothing, Franklin explained, to maintain the loyalty of this rapidly 
growing population across the Atlantic. The colonists “were governed by this 
country at the expense only of a little pen, ink, and paper. They were led by a 
thread. They had not only a respect, but an affection, for Great Britain, for its
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laws, its customs and manners, and even a fondness for its fashions, that greatly 
increased the commerce.” No American, of course, had a greater fondness for 
cosmopolitan fashion than did Franklin. And in 1763 he could not comprehend 
why anyone would want to upset a system that seemed to operate so well.
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