Understanding The Colonial Market Place

If you lived in colonial times the market place took on many different forms. It wasn't like the Mall or Target. It was more like the Swap Meet, where merchants sold their goods from stalls or booths outside. You couldn't go into a store to buy a dress, a pair of shoes, or a hat. If you did want something you had to place your order, wait till it was made, then you pick it up.

If you were among the first colonists to settle in the new land and you needed a pair of shoes, a hat, or a bed, you probably traded with your neighbor. During those early years, if you needed something you traded your skills for the skills of another. For example; if you were a skilled furniture maker but had eaten up your garden, and our neighbor had more than he could eat but he needed a table, you traded your skill for his vegetables.

Sometimes the market place came to you  The Yankee Peddler roamed the countryside with his wagon full of treasures, from pins and buttons to axes and pitchforks. The Yankee Peddler was the first General Store. He followed Indian trails and used rafts to navigate rivers so that he could reach the deepest settlements to sell his wares. As small settlements began to spring up, he sold his whole inventory to one farmer who in turn sold it to the local settlers while the peddler would return to the sea port for more new goods to sell. Thus began the General Store.

As cities grew, merchants and tradesmen opened General Stores and other businesses. In Williamsburg for example, John Greenhow owned and operated a General Store for the residents of Williamsburg. All of his merchandise came from England.  Other merchants and tradesmen opened shops as well: The dressmaker using cloth from England, made dresses for customers. The cobbler made shoes with leather from England etc. Shops began to spring up on Main Streets or around Town Squares all over the colonies, each selling merchandise from England.
Trades and Craftsmen 
In the early days of the Middle and New England Colonies, people were self supporting (everything they needed they made, grew, or hunted). They built their own homes, made their own furniture, clothing, and tools, plowed and planted the land, and hunted and fished for food. As towns and cities grew, so did the eed for skilled craftsmen. If you could master a trade you could always make a living in the colonies. Many of these master tradesmen later became wealthy merchants, business owners, and in some cases, the political leaders of the young country.

The colonists came from many countries in Europe and brought their particular skills and crafts with them. The Dutch were expert brick and tile makers, the Swedish were expert lumbermen, the French Huguenots and Germans were known for their weaving, barrel making, gun smithing and leather working.

In the Southern Colonies, towns and cities were slower to develop because of the vastness of the land and the lack of roads. Plantations (large farms) became little cities within themselves. The plantation had its own labor force, grew its own food, educated its own children, cared for its own sick, and did its own trading with England.

Even in the southern colonies, however, as the population increased and more people lived in towns and cities, the need for specific trades and craftsmen grew. 
The Apprentice 
If you lived in one of the thirteen colonies during the seventeenth or eighteenth centuries, most of you wouldn't be in school. If you were from a wealthy family, you might have had teachers who came to your home. You were taught to do sums or to read the Bible by your mother or father. A few lucky children, mostly boys, did go to school at least to the age of ten. Then what did you do? Well you didn't get to play all day You went to work!

Most children began working by the age of three pulling weeds, picking worms or insects off plants, running errands, planting seeds, knitting, and gathering firewood. Colonial boys, and even some girls were apprenticed to a craftsman to learn a trade by age 10.. A contract was signed between the Master, the parents and the child. The child would live in the Masters house, learn the trade, and usually learn to read, write and do sums. The child also received food and clothing for as long as he lived with the master, which could be as long as ten years. The child promised to work hard, be obedient, dutiful, and loyal.

The apprenticed life went through three stages. First, they spent all their time learning the trade and doing routine chores. This usually took several years. It ended when the apprentice created a final project which they presented to the Master. If the apprentice had done a good job, while they continued to practice with the Master working on other projects of more and more difficulty. Finally, when the Master was satisfied, he give the apprenticed a suit of clothes, called a freeman suit, a set of tools, and their independence.
Money 
Check your pockets, how much money do you have? What coins or paper money (dollars) do you have? Do you get an allowance? If you do, how much do you get? The last time you went shopping how much did you spend? 

If you were living in colonial times you wouldn't be able to answer these questions because the colonists didn't have any money, paper or coins. Remember, the colonists didn't have stores to shop at and trade was the name of the game in the colonies. If you did have money it was very different from today.

The first settlers in the Middle and New England Colonies used shell beads as a means of exchange with the local Native People. 

Colonists needed other supplies which they got from England. For these items the colonists traded a variety of products such as beaver skins, tobacco, musket balls, nails, and run. Each of these products had a specific value and they were often called "country money". Barter was another common name for trade and is often referred to in stories you might read.

Coins and currency (another name for paper money) was in very short supply in the colonies for two main reasons. First of all, England wanted to make sure that the colonists only traded with England. This was to keep the balance of trade in favor of England didn't even want the colonists to trade with each other. Second, England herself was short of money and wanted to keep what she had.

Occasionally a few coins made it to the shores of the colonies. The coins were English, Spanish, Dutch, French, and even Portuguese. Each coin has a different value in its country of origin. In the colonies it would have no value unless one were buying goods from the country when the money was made.    

There was one coin that did become popular with almost all the colonists and stayed that way for almost two hundred years. It was Silver Spanish Milled Dollar or Piece of Eight. Early coins were valued by their weight and metal content. By dividing the coin a person could spend part of it in one place and use the rest for something else. The Spanish Milled Dollar was often divided into eight pieces called "reals" or "bits". Have you ever heard someone call a quarter two bits? That expression came from the Piece of Eight. One bit was worth about 12 l/2 cents so two bits was worth 25 cents.

The shortage of coins in Colonial America made doing business very difficult. Some of the colonies began writing/printing their own form of paper money in the late 1600s. This started when traded good didn't have exactly the same value. Let's say you had some cotton you wanted to sell/trade and it was worth about $100. The local merchant offered to trade for flour, tools, and seed. This all added up to $75. That meant you had $25 left. To remember you were still owed $25 so the Merchant writes you a paper note or money note for the $25 which you can spend later or use to pay taxes. By 1764 England put a complete ban on the colonies printing their own money, angering the colonists and causing many problems for trade. This was a significant factor in provoking the American Revolution.
Do you think there were any banks in the Colonies? If you answered "NO" you are correct. There were no banks like we have today. There were "money lenders" and other people who were willing to lend money. If you wanted to buy land you either raised the money yourself or traded for it. Farmers often bought things on credit based on their crop yield. It wasn't until after the American Revolution that banks became popular.
Mercantilism

During the 17th and 18th centuries Europeans believed in an idea called mercantilism, the idea that a nation's existence depended on power, and power depended on wealth. To gain wealth a country had to have colonies. These to provided a constant source of raw materials and become markets for the manufactured goods to the country that owned them or their "Mother Country." For example, the colonists cut down trees, these trees were sent to England where craftsmen made furniture, paper, barrels, and tools. These goods were then sent back to the colonies and sold to the colonists. The money went back to England.

This process also helped England establish a favorable balance of trade. A nation had to sell more products to other countries than it bought from other countries. Products were sold for gold and silver which helped build up the treasury for England.

To enforce mercantilism England passed the NAVIGATION ACTS, (Trade Acts) beginning in 1651. These acts were designed to control trade with its colonies. These laws forced the colonies to trade only with England. Under these laws the colonies were not allowed to make any products they could buy from England. In other words, if you needed a barrel to pack your goods, a cooper in your town could not make or sell you that barrel. You had to buy the barrel from England. Also, all goods had to be shipped on English ships or ships built in the colonies. In other words no Dutch, French, or Spanish ships could sell or trade their goods to the colonies. The colonies were not allowed to sell raw materials or products to them.

England passed other Trade Acts that continued to control colonial trade. The colonists became increasingly angry as each new Act was passed and began to find ways around these restrictions. Smuggling and piracy became big business. During the French and Indian War, England needed the cooperation of the colonies so they did not work hard to stop the law breakers. After the war England cracked down on the colonies and passed new and more restrictive Acts.
