
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Intercolonial Trade within the French 
Atlantic World, 1708-1763 

 
 

Philippe Andraos Ð McGill University, Montreal 
July 2007 

 
 
 
A Research Paper submitted to the Department of History in partial 

fulfillment of the requirements of the degree of Master of Arts. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

© Philippe Andraos, 2007 



 1 

 
 

ABSTRACT: 
 
 
 

Between 1708 and 1763, metropolitan officials tried to promote a system of intercolonial 

commerce between French possessions in the Americas because of FranceÕs inability to 

provide sufficient supplies to its colonies. The goal of this policy was to create a self-

sufficient economic sphere within the French Atlantic World. While legal intercolonial 

trade rose to significant levels during the eighteenth century, it was overshadowed by the 

great quantitative superiority of illegal contraband commerce between British and French 

colonies. Because of a variety of structural factors, as well as a series of inefficient 

policies, illegal commerce was more profitable for French colonies than legitimate 

intercolonial trade, and this eventually led to failure of the ÔColbertistÕ economic system 

that had prevailed in the colonies since the 1670s. 
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Introduction 

In October 1727, Jean-FrŽdŽric PhŽlypeaux, comte de Maurepas and acting 

minister of the Marine in charge of the colonies, enacted new letters patent that have been 

labeled by some historians as the Òmost savage piece of colonial economic legislation 

ever promulgated.Ó1 Intended at halting illegal commerce between French and foreign 

colonies in the Americas, the letters patent are the most significant symbol of the collapse 

of French absolutist rule over the economic fate of its colonies.2 Incapable of providing 

sufficient supplies to its imperial possessions, French authorities enacted legislation to 

promote the growth of legal intercolonial trade between the French colonies in order to 

create a self-sufficient economic sphere within the Atlantic world. However, the reality in 

the colonies was that colonial officials were working towards a de-facto liberalization of 

commerce as they became increasingly associated with the growth of illegal contraband 

trade between the French and British colonies.  

While recent scholarly work in the field of French Atlantic History has 

emphasized the importance of illegal contraband trade between New England and the 

French colonies, the growth and significance of legal, state-sponsored intercolonial trade 

has been largely overlooked. In Chasing Empire Across the Sea, Kenneth Banks analyzes 

the problems of communication and control within the French Atlantic World.3 While he 

demonstrates the growing role played by metropolitan merchants in creating networks of 

communications, Banks fails to discuss the significance of the growth of intercolonial 

                                                
1 James S. Pritchard, In Search of Empire: the French in the Americas, 1670-1730 (Cambridge; New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2004), 241 
2 During the eighteenth century, the major French colonies in the Americas were New France, which was 
comprised of Canada (modern-day Quebec) and I le Royale (modern-day Cape Breton); Martinique & 
Guadeloupe (known as the French West Indies); and Louisiana. 
3 Kenneth J. Banks, Chasing Empire Across the Sea: communications and the state in the French Atlantic, 
1713-1763 (Montreal: McGill-QueenÕs University Press, 2002). 
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trade in creating links between colonies in the French Atlantic. Meanwhile, James 

PritchardÕs In Search of Empire provides an excellent discussion of the seeds of failure of 

the French colonial project in the Americas, but Pritchard largely overlooks the 

importance of intercolonial trade and focuses rather on the growing economic role of 

New England as a major contraband partner for the French colonies.4   

While contraband was becoming increasingly important during the eighteenth 

century, the growth and impact of intercolonial trade deserves more analysis. The most 

significant work on this topic has been written by Jacques Mathieu, who provides precise 

data regarding the growth and significance of commerce between New France and the 

West Indies.5 Mathieu fails, however, to compare the growth of legal intercolonial trade 

with that of illegal contraband, a key analysis that has been totally overlooked by scholars 

studying intercolonial trade. Commerce between New France and the West Indies is also 

discussed by Louis-Philippe May, Dale Miquelon and Clarence Gould, the latter of whom 

also provides a rare analysis of the commerce between Louisiana and the West Indies.6  

Finally, Allana G. Reid is the only scholar to have discussed the process of French 

intercolonial trade as a whole, although her work provides limited quantitative analysis 

and focuses mostly on commerce between Canada and Ile Royale.7 Quantifying the 

growth and analyzing the significance of the major types of intercolonial trade prior to 

the Seven YearsÕ War will therefore be the first aim of this paper. This analysis will 

demonstrate that although intercolonial trade did not constitute a large proportion of the 

                                                
4 Pritchard, 197-208 
5 Jacques Mathieu, Le Commerce entre la Nouvelle-France et les Antilles au XVIIIe siècle (MontrŽal : 
Fides, 1981). 
6 Louis-Philippe May, Histoire Economique de la Martinique (1635-1763). (Paris : M. Rivi•re, 1930); Dale 
Miquelon, ÒCanadaÕs place in the French imperial economy.Ó French historical studies, vol.15, n.3 (spring 
1988); Clarence Gould, ÒTrade between the Windward Islands and the Continental Colonies of the French 
Empire.Ó Mississippi Valley Historical Review 25 (1939). 
7 Allana G. Reid, ÒIntercolonial Trade during the French Regime.Ó Canadian Historical Review 32 (1951). 
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overall trade of the colonies, it grew at a steady pace during the eighteenth century and 

had a great influence on the development of strategic links within the French Atlantic 

World.  

This paper will also fill an analytical void by comparing data regarding the French 

intercolonial trade with figures regarding commerce between the British colonies in order 

to demonstrate that French authorities were at least as successful as British ones in 

promoting intercolonial trade. The topic of intercolonial trade within the British Atlantic 

World has been thoroughly discussed by scholars such as Richard Pares and Richard B. 

Sheridan,8 yet none of the publications dedicated to the economic history of the Atlantic 

World have provided a comparison between the French and the British intercolonial 

trade. This paper will also provide a quantitative comparison between French 

intercolonial trade and illegal contraband trade. Indeed, scholars such as James Pritchard 

have argued that contraband was much more important than legal commerce,9 but a 

quantitative analysis is necessary to justify that claim and will be provided in this paper.  

Finally, a discussion of the causes behind the failure of the French imperial 

project in the Americas will be provided. This analysis will demonstrate that economic, 

geographic and demographic factors created undeniable market forces that led to the 

failure of the development of a self-sufficient economic system, a phenomenon which 

was amplified by ineffective metropolitan and colonial policies.  

 

                                                
8 Richard Pares, Yankees and Creoles: The trade between North America and the West Indies before the 
American Revolution (Hamden (Conn.): Archon Books, 1968); Richard B Sheridan, Sugar and Slavery: An 
economic history of the British West Indies, 1623-1775 (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 1973). 
9 Pritchard, 197. 
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The ÔColber tistÕ economic System 

In order to understand the significance of intercolonial trade for metropolitan 

authorities, one must look at the system of economic thought that prevailed during the 

seventeenth and eighteenth century. The economic fate of the French colonies in the 

Americas was initially in the hands of a series of monopolistic companies that were given 

exclusive rights to the exploitation of the resources in the New World. In exchange, these 

companies were compelled to establish colonial settlements under the authority of the 

King. Under the prevailing economic system, France favored imports of raw materials 

and exports of manufactured goods by imposing heavy tariffs on the opposite cycle and 

prohibiting its colonies from establishing manufactures.10 Commerce between French 

colonies and foreigners was also strictly forbidden and had been commonly known as 

ÔcontrabandÕ since the leadership of the Cardinal de Richelieu, chief minister of France 

from 1624 until his death in 1642. Richelieu has been labeled by several authors as the 

father of the economic system commonly known as ÔMercantilismÕ.11 However, a large 

debate regarding the meaning of ÔMercantilismÕ has been present in the historiography 

since the 1960s with the publication of D.C. ColemanÕs Revisions in Mercantilism.12 

ÔMercantilismÕ has often been described as a policy directed at the balance of trade, 

where a countryÕs exports should always outweigh its imports in order to get a positive 

flow of gold and silver, which would increase the stateÕs tax revenue and in turn allow a 

monarch to have greater military and political power. However, as Elie Hecksher argues, 

                                                
10 Jacques Mathieu, La Nouvelle-France : les Français en Amérique du Nord, XVIe-XVIIIe siècle (Sainte-
Foy (Qc): Presses de lÕUniversitŽ Laval, 2001), 161. 
11 Banks, Chasing Empire Across the Sea,  17 
12 Donald Cuthbert Coleman, Revisions in Mercantilism (London: Methuen, 1969). 
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ÒÔMercantilismÕ is just a convenient term for summarizing a phase of economic policy 

and economic ideasÓ, and each statesman advocated varying policies.13  

The economic system that prevailed within the French Atlantic world between 

RichelieuÕs death and the Seven Years War was largely influenced by the policies Jean-

Baptiste Colbert, minister of the Marine from 1669 to 1683.14 Colbert inherited some of 

RichelieuÕs policies, but while the Cardinal had stronger political motives, Colbert 

Òthought in commercial terms and looked upon colonization as a mercantile venture, and 

colonies as Ôlieux de commerceÕ.Ó15 Colbert established a much more detailed economic 

framework, and French economic policy during the eighteenth century should therefore 

be labeled as ÔColbertismÕ, since ColbertÕs successors largely followed the system put in 

place under his leadership.16 The basis of ÔColbertismÕ was that the main purpose of the 

colonies was to increase FranceÕs prosperity. Individual merchants were free to conduct 

commerce between France and its colonies since most monopoly companies were 

dismantled before the end of the seventeenth century.17 Colonies were encouraged to 

trade among themselves rather than resort to contraband, because the latter option meant 

an outward flow of precious metals from French colonies to British ones, which reduced 

their capacity to pay taxes to the French monarch. The commerce between New France 

and the West Indies was therefore very significant for metropolitan authorities since it 

reduced the coloniesÕ need to rely on illegal contraband for their basic supply. ColbertÕs 

                                                
13 Elie F. Hecksher, ÒMercantilismÓ in Coleman, 33-34 
14 For more on the life and policies of Colbert, see Charles W. Cole, Colbert and a Century of French 
Mercantilism (Hamden (Conn.): Archon Books, 1964). 
15 MathŽ Allain, Not Worth a Straw: French colonial policy and the early years of Louisiana (Lafayette 
(Louisiana): The Center for Louisiana Studies, University of Southwestern Louisiana, 1988), 14. 
16 Maurice Filion, La pensée et l’action coloniale de Maurepas vis-à-vis du Canada, 1723-1749 : l’age d’or 
de la colonie (MontrŽal : LemŽac, 1972), 85. 
17 The only major monopoly company that remained during the eighteenth century was the Company of the 
West Indies, which controlled LouisianaÕs commerce until 1731. 
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successors, including JŽrome PhŽlypeaux, Count of Pontchartrain (1699-1715), and his 

son, Jean-FrŽdŽric PhŽlypeaux, Count of Maurepas (1723-1749), made successive 

attempts to promote intercolonial trade.18 These efforts culminated with MaurepasÕ letters 

patent of 1727, which removed tariffs on CanadaÕs exports to the West Indies while 

preventing foreign ships from sailing within a mile of a French colony.19  

  

Commerce between New France and the West Indies 

Quantifying the New France - West Indies trade 

 The first type of intercolonial trade that developed during the eighteenth century 

was the commerce between New France and the West Indies. Metropolitan officials 

sought to promote trade between these two colonies as early as the 1670s, under the 

leadership of Jean-Baptiste Colbert. Throughout his mandate, Colbert wrote to various 

colonial officials insisting that they should promote the creation of a regular trading 

pattern between the two colonies: 

Ç Il  nÕy a rien a quoy vous deviez donner plus dÕapplication quÕ ̂ fortifi er et 

augmenter les commencements de la navigation que les habitants du Canada ont 

entreprise cette annŽe aux dites isles, et ˆ  les exciter de faire construire ou acheter 

des vaisseaux pour y establir leur commerce. È20 

Under ColbertÕs leadership, several attempts were made by Canadian merchants to send 

ships to the West Indies in order to sell surpluses of wheat and flour, but commerce 

                                                
18 For more on the origins and importance of the PhŽlypeaux de Pontchartrain family, see Sara E. Chapman, 
Private ambition and political alliances: the Phélypeaux de Pontchartrain family and Louis XIV’s 
government, 1650-1715 (Rochester: University of Rochester Press, 2004). 
19 Maurice Filion, Maurepas, Ministre de Louis XV (1715-1749) (MontrŽal : LemŽac, 1967), 115. 
20 Colbert a Talon, intendant du Canada, 11 fŽvrier 1671 in Jean-Baptiste Colbert, Lettres, instructions et 
mémoires. Tome III. 3e partie, instructions au Marquis de Seignelay, colonies (Paris : Imprimerie 
ImpŽriale, 1865), 411-412. 
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between New France and the West Indies was not done on a regular basis prior to the 

eighteenth century.21  

Jacques Mathieu argues that the beginning of this commerce was in the year 1708, 

in the midst of the War for the Spanish Succession.22 Although the Count of 

Pontchartrain, minister of the Marine from 1699 to 1715, was fearful that any type of 

trade between French colonies would undermine the prosperity of the French ports on the 

Atlantic coast, he was forced that year to abolish duties levied in Martinique on imports 

of wheat and flour from Canada.23 While France was busy fighting British and Dutch 

armies in Europe, it was unable to supply Martinique with the basic foodstuffs needed to 

feed the growing population and other sources had to be found. PontchartrainÕs decision 

to remove duties created a more favorable context, yet the initial impulse for the 

beginning of trade between New France and the West Indies grew out of a colonial 

initiative, which was influenced by circumstances of war rather than variations in the 

economic structure or changes in policy.24 

As the eighteenth century progressed, a regular trading pattern emerged between 

New France and the West Indies and this commerce reached noteworthy proportions after 

the creation of the fort of Louisbourg in the 1720s. Louisbourg was built on the colony of 

Ile Royale after the loss of Acadia to the British under the Treaty of Utrecht. Its purpose 

was to defend the access to the St-Lawrence River and the Atlantic fisheries. The fort 

also became a warehouse for Canadian and tropical goods. The West Indies could now 

have access to Canadian goods during the winter when the St-Lawrence River was 

                                                
21 Mathieu, Le Commerce, 14. 
22 Mathieu, Le Commerce, 30-31. 
23 Miquelon, ÒCanadaÕs placeÓ, 434. 
24 Pritchard, 197. 
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frozen. As for Canadians, they could have access to goods from the French West Indies 

during the hurricane season that made trips to the islands very risky.25 The great majority 

of ships sailing from New France arrived at the port of Saint-Pierre, in Martinique, where 

goods were re-exported to smaller islands such as Guadeloupe.26  The goods sent by New 

France to Martinique consisted primarily of flour, wheat, fish, peas and lumber. In 

exchange, New France received syrups, molasses and other derivatives of sugar, as well 

as some coffee and a variety of tropical and metropolitan goods.27  

Table 1: Average annual value of shipping from New France to Martinique in 10 
000 livres tournois
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Source: Mathieu, Le Commerce, 231. 

 

Table 1 demonstrates the growth of the annual value of New FranceÕs exports to 

Martinique. The data comes from MathieuÕs work in the French Archives des Colonies, 
                                                
25 Mathieu, Le Commerce, 157 & Filion, La Pensée et l’Action Coloniale de Maurepas, 164-172. 
26 Mathieu, Le Commerce, 87. 
27 Ibid., 170 
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where he collected information from ship censuses and official correspondence. In order 

to eliminate large annual variations caused by incomplete information and poor 

agricultural yields, table 1 was constructed by creating periods of five years in which 

annual averages of the value of shipping are calculated. Although little data is available 

regarding this commerce before 1730, table 1 demonstrates that New FranceÕs exports to 

Martinique increased steadily after 1730, suffered an important decrease during the War 

of the Austrian Succession in the late 1740s, and reached a significant level in the period 

1750-1754, when exports were valued at 1 748 300 livres tournois annually. During that 

period, MartiniqueÕs imports from New France represented approximately 7.34% of the 

goods it imported from France.28 As for Canada, commerce with the West Indies 

represented 8.1% of the colonyÕs total commerce in 1739, and although no information is 

available regarding the 1750-1754 period, this proportion likely reached an even greater 

level during that period.29 

The method previously outlined was also used to create Table 2, which portrays a 

similar growth of intercolonial trade between 1730 and 1754. The available data 

demonstrates that the value of New FranceÕs exports to the West Indies was consistently 

greater than the value of its imports. This is explained by the fact that metropolitan 

officials and merchants considered a triangular trade to be ideal.30 Ships would sail from 

France to Quebec or Louisbourg, where metropolitan goods would be sold in exchange 

for food and lumber. These goods would then be transported at a high profit to the West 

Indies where sugar and other tropical goods would be loaded for shipping to France. 

Double profits could therefore be achieved on a single trip to the new world.   

                                                
28 May, 321-324. 
29 Filion, La Pensée et l’Action Coloniale de Maurepas, 197. 
30 Reid, 248 &  Mathieu, Le Commerce, 116. 
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Table 2: Average annual value of shipping from Martinique to New France in 

10000 livres tournois

19.86
21.04

35.44

13.57

55.21

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

1730-1734 1735-1739 1740-1744 1745-1749 1750-1754

 
Source: Mathieu, Le Commerce, 232. 

 

This trading pattern had in fact been advocated by Colbert half a century before: 

Ç exciter-les fortement a faire bastir de nouveaux vaisseaux et a sÕen servir pour 

le transport de leur bois et denrŽes aux isles, et a y charger des sucres, les 

apporter en France, et de la rapporter auxdits pays les denrŽes et autres 

marchandises qui leur sont nŽcessaires. È31 

Although some ships sailed in the other direction to carry tropical goods to New France 

and furs to France, statistics available in the archives demonstrate that this form of 

triangular trade predominated throughout the eighteenth century. 

                                                
31 Colbert a Talon, intendant du Canada, 11 fŽvrier 1671 in Colbert, 412. 
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The significance of the New France Ð West Indies trade 

Although it represented a small proportion of their overall trade, the New France 

Ð West Indies had an important qualitative impact on the development of these colonies 

and led to the creation of strategic links within the French Atlantic world.  

The Canadian economy was undergoing a severe crisis at the onset of the 

eighteenth century because of declining fur prices in Europe.32 From 1685 to 1687, 

Canada produced an average of 140 000 pounds of beaver fur annually, while the French 

market could only absorb between 40 000 and 45 000 pounds. By 1697, a surplus of more 

than 850 000 pounds of beaver had been accumulated and the market was completely 

saturated.33 This situation was due to a large increase in the supply of furs, because 

French colonists had to increase trading with the natives in order to keep them from 

trading with the British. Meanwhile, cheaper furs were increasingly mixed with beaver to 

produce Ôdemi-castorÕ hats, while European fashion decreed that hats should be smaller 

and lighter, which had a negative impact on the demand for Canadian furs.34  

Since furs represented a very large part of CanadaÕs exports, the colony was in 

desperate need to diversify its economy, and agricultural production was its best option. 

The rural population was increasing rapidly in the eighteenth century and greater yields 

often meant that agricultural surpluses were lost if a trading partner was not found.35 The 

problem was that Canada could not sell agricultural goods to France because 

metropolitan officials did not want colonial producers to compete with European ones, as 

Maurepas argued in 1730: 

                                                
32 Mathieu, Le Commerce, 16. 
33 Allain, 47. 
34 Ibid., 47. 
35 Mathieu. Le Commerce, 16. 
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ÒLe degrŽ sous lequel cette colonie est situŽe ne peut point lui procurer la m•me 

richesse quÕaux Isles de lÕAmŽrique, les cultures qui sÕy pratiquent sont les 

m•mes qui se font dans Le Roiaume, exceptŽ le vin.Ó36  

Exporting agricultural surplus to the West Indies was therefore CanadaÕs only legal 

avenue to diversify its economy. 

Table 3: New France's exports to Martinique, 1739

planks & lumber

3%

vegetables
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cod & other fish

28%

flour

65%

others

1%

 

Source: Filion, La Pensée et l’Action Coloniale de Maurepas, 237 

 

Tables 3 and 4 are drawn from MaurepasÕ official correspondence, which 

provides a detailed statistical table quantifying the value of the different goods traded 

between New France and the West Indies in 1739. This level of precision in the data 

exists only for the year 1739, and it would certainly be false to make assumptions 
                                                
36 Jean-FrŽdŽric PhŽlypaux, Comte de Maurepas. Situation du Commerce Extérieur du Roiaume exposée a 
Sa majesté par M. le Comte de Maurepas Secrétaire d’Etat aiant le département de la Marine dans le 
Conseil Roiale de Commerce tenu a Versailles le 3 Octobre 1730, in Filion, Maurepas, Ministre de Louis 
XV, 118-119. 
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regarding the overall pattern of trade between the two colonies. It is interesting, however, 

to use that year as a basis for our analysis of the significance of this trade since the data 

provided by Maurepas justifies the arguments made by scholars regarding the New 

France Ð West Indies trade. 

Table 4: New France's imports from Martinique, 1739

other tropical goods
8%

other goods from France
13%

sugar & derivatives
58%

wine & alcohol
21%

 
Source : Filion, La Pensée et l’Action Coloniale de Maurepas, 239. 

 

Table 3 clearly demonstrates that flour and fish constituted the great majority of 

New FranceÕs exports to the islands. All of the agricultural products came from Canada, 

since no production was possible on Ile Royale, and the majority of cod and other fish 

came from Ile Royale. This was significant because ships sailing from Quebec to 

Louisbourg would sell part of their food to the population of Ile Royale, and then use the 

proceeds to buy cod in order to complete their cargoes of flour and lumber for transport 

to the West Indies. This made commerce with the islands more profitable because 
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cargoes were more diversified and profits were less dependent on the price of a single 

product.37 The significance of Ile RoyaleÕs production of cod is better explained by Gilles 

Hocquart, Intendant of New France from 1729 to 1748: 

ÒThe cargo of a 200-ton ship coming from the Iles du Vent with molasses, 

sugars, syrups and other goods would be worth 40,000 to 50,000 livres. The 

Canadian produce that the same ship could carry to the islands in wood and 

provisions would total at most 15,000 livres. Thus the trade of the islands with 

Canada cannot be balanced except by the shipments of flour and biscuit made to 

Ile Royale, there to be converted into cod that goes to the islands or to France. 

Almost all the ships from France after having made their sales at Quebec go to 

the Iles du Vent via Ile Royale. Those that go directly from Canada to the Iles du 

Vent can only make a part of their return cargo in the produce of that colony and 

the rest in bills of exchange.Ó38 

Intercolonial trade was therefore very significant for New France because it enabled the 

Canadian economy to diversify its exports away from the declining fur market while 

allowing Ile Royale to find a market for its cod production. As table 4 demonstrates, 

trading with the islands also meant that both colonies ensured a steady supply of tropical 

and metropolitan goods, which France did not supply in sufficient quantity.39 

The New France Ð West Indies trade was also significant for the islands, since 

rising sugar prices meant that the West Indies became highly specialized in the 

production of cash crops, but also highly dependent on supplies of food and lumber, both 

                                                
37 Miquelon, ÒCanadaÕs placeÓ, 439. 
38 Hocquart au Ministre, Quebec, 8 oct. 1743, quoted and translated in Dale Miquelon, New France, 1701-
1744 “A Supplement to Europe” (Toronto: McClelland &  Stewart, 1987), 141. 
39 Mathieu, Le Commerce, 22-25. 
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of which were not adequately supplied by France.40 Food was needed in great quantity to 

feed the growing slave population, and lumber was necessary to fuel the cane-processing 

mills. Clarence Gould calculates that fish imported through intercolonial trade replaced 

about ten percent of the protein intake provided by European beef, which in many years 

made the difference between plenty and want.41 This is in stark contrast with James 

PritchardÕs argument that there was a lack of profitable cargo for ships sailing from 

Canada to the West Indies.42 Pritchard even argues that Canadian softwood lumber was 

less durable and less demanded than timber from New England. This is, however, 

contradicted by the fact that intendants in Martinique repeatedly wrote to the minister in 

France to report that ships from New France sold their goods immediately upon arrival 

and that demand for Canadian products was never satisfied; and they insisted upon the 

ministerÕs help in promoting that trade.43 Mathieu also demonstrates that lumber from 

New France was in such demand that it was generally sold at eleven times its cost of 

production and transportation.44 Goods from New France were therefore in heavy 

demand in the West Indies, and it was not because of a lack of competitiveness, as James 

Pritchard argues, that this commerce failed to reach its full potential.  

Metropolitan merchants had large incentives to participate in the growth of 

intercolonial trade. As was previously demonstrated, a form of triangular trade existed 

between France and its colonies, and this enabled merchants to double their profits on a 

single trip to the New World. Interestingly, the predominant France-Louisbourg-

Martinique-France trading pattern took an average of 14 to 25 weeks to complete, 

                                                
40 Ibid., 25. 
41 Gould, 485. 
42 Pritchard, 199. 
43 Mathieu, Le Commerce, 23;172-173. 
44 Mathieu, Le Commerce, 177-180. 
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whereas the France-Martinique-Louisbourg-France pattern usually required between 11.5 

and 20 weeks.45 The triangular trade conducted by metropolitan authorities was slower, 

and therefore more expensive than the opposite route, yet statistics presented in tables 1 

and 2 clearly demonstrates that it was predominant. One could therefore argue that the 

New France-West Indies-France triangular trade was very profitable for metropolitan 

merchants, since they accepted higher costs in order to follow this specific pattern of 

intercolonial trade. 

Another factor that made intercolonial trade so significant for the West Indies was 

that New France consumed the low quality syrups, tafias and molasses that were the 

byproducts of sugar production. These byproducts were consumed in New France as a 

cheaper alternative to sugar, while there was hardly any demand for them in Europe. This 

was very significant because planters could increase the level of refining of their sugar, 

since the increased amount of byproducts would not be wasted but exported to other 

colonies. This made sugar plantations more profitable because higher quality sugar was 

exported to Europe at much higher prices.46 John J. McCusker has demonstrated that 

another key impact of the increased refining of sugar in the West Indies was that 

molasses could be distilled into rum.47 The production of rum in the Atlantic world 

increased rapidly from the sixteenth century onwards, and rum was initially distilled in 

the French West Indies and Canada. In the late seventeenth century, however, the English 

parliament banned imports of French brandy to protect its own producers. In response to 

                                                
45 Statistics drawn from table presented in Banks, Chasing Empire Across the Sea, 70-71 
46 Mathieu, Le Commerce, 22. 
47 John J. McCusker, ÒThe business of distill ing in the Old World and the New World during the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries: the rise of a new enterprise and its connection with colonial 
America.Ó in John J. McCusker &  Kenneth Morgan (eds.) The Early Modern Atlantic Economy 
(Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2000). 
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the loss of the English market, the powerful French brandy lobby was able to persuade 

the government to ban the distilling of anything other than wine, not only in France but 

also in the French colonies.48 This decision had a negative impact on the demand for 

molasses in Canada, and encouraged French planters to engage in contraband with British 

colonies, which bought increasing amounts of French molasses for their distilleries. In 

Boston alone, the imports of French molasses increased from about 3000 hogsheads in 

1725 to 20 000 hogsheads six years later.49 

 

I llegal commerce between New England and the French West Indies 

When discussing the importance of intercolonial trade within the French Atlantic 

world, one must not forget that the significance of legal exchanges between colonies was 

severely undermined by the presence of illegal commerce with foreign colonies. As we 

have seen previously, contraband was prohibited under the French ÔColbertistÕ system, 

yet this did not prevent merchants from engaging in illegal commerce. The great majority 

of contraband was not recorded in French sources for obvious reasons, and a significant 

amount may have skewed the data sets presented in tables 1 and 2. Some officials 

claimed that contraband ships from New England sailed to Louisbourg, pretended to be 

carrying goods from New France, and then carried these goods to Martinique without 

having to pay any duties.50 While James Pritchard argues that contraband was more 

significant than intercolonial trade for the development of French colonies, no publication 

has compared the two patterns of trade in quantitative terms.51 

                                                
48 McCusker, 212. 
49 Sheridan, 352-353. 
50 Gould, 484. 
51 Pritchard, 197. 



 20 

 An analysis of the data gathered by Ian K. Steele in English archives allows for a 

quantitative assessment of the number of ships sailing from the British port of Boston to 

the French West Indies. While this commerce was illegal in British colonies, colonial 

officials in New England recorded the volume of shipping with foreign colonies with 

much more precision than French colonial officials. This indicates that protectionist 

legislation was more loosely applied in the British Empire than in the French colonies, 

since officials recorded illegal commercial activities.  

Table 5: Average annual number of ships sailing to the French 
West Indies 

Period  From Boston From New France 
1732-1733 62 23.6 
1737-1738 82 21.6 

Source: Ian K. Steele, The English Atlantic, 1675-1740: An exploration of communication and 
community (New York: Oxford University Press, 1986), 297; Mathieu, Le Commerce, 224-225. 

 

 The periods 1732-1733 and 1737-1738 are the only periods for which it is 

possible to compare the data provided by Mathieu regarding the volume of shipping 

between New France and the French West Indies with the data provided by Steele 

regarding the volume of contraband from the port of Boston. This comparison clearly 

demonstrates that contraband from the port of Boston alone exceeded the volume of legal 

intercolonial trade by two and a half to three and a half times during the 1730s, and this 

proportion does not even include contraband shipping from other British ports such as 

New York or Charleston. Table 5 clearly demonstrates that illegal commerce represented 

a much greater proportion of the French West IndiesÕ trade than intercolonial trade.  

The data provided by Steele does not indicate the type and value of goods 

exchanged through contraband, however other sources demonstrate that the British North 

Americans carried food, draught animals and lumber to the French West Indies and 
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received in exchange syrups, molasses, sugar and other tropical goods.52 Contraband was 

therefore in direct competition with intercolonial trade because the same types of goods 

were exchanged. However, this competition does not seem to have affected intercolonial 

trade very much, since it increased significantly between 1730 and 1754, as tables 1 and 

2 indicate. Despite the quantitative predominance of illegal commerce, the trade between 

New France and the West Indies was significant enough for both colonies to pursue it in 

increasing volume. The available data does not demonstrate whether the rise of 

intercolonial trade had a negative impact on contraband, which was one of the original 

objectives sought by Maurepas and other metropolitan officials who promoted this 

commerce. 

 

Commerce between Louisiana and the West Indies 

Quantifying the Louisiana - West Indies trade 

From the 1730s onwards, another type of intercolonial trade between Louisiana 

and the West Indies emerged. The French colonization of Louisiana began in 1699 with 

the construction of Fort Maurepas. The colonyÕs trade was monopolized by a series of 

unsuccessful companies during its first decades, the most famous of which was John 

LawÕs West India Company. Initially, the West Indies provided Louisiana with foodstuffs 

because France sent too few ships to supply the mainland colony.53 Indeed, between 1703 

and 1711, only five metropolitan ships sailed to Louisiana to provide foodstuffs, which 

often forced the soldiers to live in the woods with the Indians while the colonists survived 
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on sagamitŽ and boiled corn.54 After a few years of economic and demographic growth, 

Louisiana began producing more food than its colonists could consume. However, a 

regular trading pattern between the colonies only emerged after the dissolution of the 

West India Company and the removal of tariffs on LouisianaÕs exports to the West Indies 

in 1731. As Clarence Gould demonstrates, political actions rather than economic forces 

stimulated the beginning of regular trade between the two colonies.55 Through an analysis 

of official correspondence between the ministers of the Marine and colonial officials, 

Gould shows that Louisiana sent lumber, livestock and flour to the West Indies, as the 

islands consistently tried to find suppliers of these basic commodities to sustain the 

Table 6: Number of ships sailing between Louisana and the West Indies, 1735-1764

0

5

10

15

20

25

17
35

17
36

17
37

17
38

17
39

17
40

17
41

17
42

17
43

17
44

17
45

17
46

17
47

17
48

17
49

17
50

17
51

17
52

17
53

17
55

17
56

17
57

17
58

17
59

17
60

17
61

17
62

17
63

17
64

 

Source: Dawdy, 138. 

                                                
54 Allain, 58-59. 
55 Gould, 473. 



 23 

development of their cash crop economies. In exchange, Louisiana imported a variety of 

tropical and metropolitan goods that were severely lacking in the colony.56 

Recent archival research performed by Shannon Lee Dawdy provides data 

regarding the volume of shipping between Louisiana and the West Indies. This data set 

should only be regarded as indicative, since only twenty to thirty percent of shipping was 

actually recorded.57 Table 6 shows that the Louisiana-West Indies trade reached its peak 

in the period 1741-1746, a decade earlier than the New France Ð West Indies trade. The 

volume of trade also reached impressive levels in the early part of the 1760s, after the 

hostilities of the Seven Years War ended in the New World, and this can be attributed to 

the end of the New France Ð West Indies trade when the former colony fell into the hands 

of the British. Colonists in the French West Indies had to find other sources of food and 

lumber, which led to an increase in trade with Louisiana. This phenomenon indicates that 

there was a certain amount of competition between Louisiana and New France regarding 

exports to the West Indies. 

 

The significance of the Louisiana Ð West Indies trade 

 During the first decades of French settlement in Louisiana, trade with the French 

islands played an important role in the development of the colony as Saint-Domingue 

provided Louisiana with foodstuffs in years of famine. Geographical proximity explains 

why, unlike New France, Louisiana continued its commercial relationship with Saint-

Domingue when it began exporting wood and, to a smaller extent, meat and vegetables. 

Sixty percent of ships sailing from Louisiana to the Antilles between 1735 and 1763 
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indicated Saint-Domingue as their destination.58 Not enough statistics are available to 

provide a detailed analysis of the proportion of the different commodities traded between 

the two colonies. Official correspondence demonstrates, however, that this commerce 

was significant for Louisiana because it provided a market for its initial productions, 

before the colonists resorted to producing tobacco and other cash crops.59 Trading with 

the islands also ensured a greater access to metropolitan and tropical goods, since France 

sent very few ships to the mainland colony.60 

As for the West Indies, officials were looking for any alternative source of food 

and lumber as it decreased dependence on France or contraband trade to supply the 

growing sugar economies. This commerce was also significant for metropolitan 

authorities that were attempting to restrict trade with British colonies under the 

ÔColbertistÕ economic system. In fact, Le Moyne de Bienville, ÔCommissaire-OrdonateurÕ 

of the colony, wrote to Maurepas in 1732 arguing that Louisiana should be given every 

opportunity to supply the islands in the same way as New England did for the British 

West Indies.61 This demonstrates LouisianaÕs potential as a major supplier of food and 

lumber to the West Indies, a status that New France was also trying to achieve. 

 

I llegal commerce between Louisiana and foreign colonies 

When analyzing the volume of trade between Louisiana and the West Indies, one 

should not forget that this was only a fraction of the total colonial commerce of the 

mainland colony. DawdyÕs research demonstrates that trade with the West Indies only 
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represented 49% of officially recorded intercolonial trade during the period 1735-1764, 

compared to 40% for trade with Spanish colonies and 11% for trade with British and 

Dutch colonies.62 Given the harsh penalties advocated in the 1727 letters patent for 

merchants engaging in illegal commerce, it can be assumed that the majority of the 

contraband was not officially recorded.63 Therefore, trade with the West Indies probably 

represented a much smaller proportion of LouisianaÕs trade than the 49% calculated by 

Dawdy. Regardless, the data sets she provides demonstrate the emergence and growth of 

a regular pattern of commerce between Louisiana and the West Indies after 1731, with at 

least one ship sailing between the two colonies in twenty-two of the thirty years that form 

the period 1735-1764. 

 

Commerce between Canada and I le Royale 

Quantifying the Canada Ð I le Royale trade 

 Within the region of New France, a significant trading pattern emerged between 

the colonies of Canada and Ile Royale after the construction of the fort of Louisbourg in 

the 1720s. Since no agricultural production was possible on Ile Royale, the colony 

imported the majority of its food from Canada. Louisbourg was also dependent on the 

mainland colony for lumber and even for munitions in times of war.64 In exchange, Ile 

Royale merchants exported cod, but also salt and other types of fish, which were added to 

cargoes sailing to the West Indies or brought back to Quebec for consumption in 

Canada.65 During the first half of the eighteenth century, Ile RoyaleÕs fishing industry 
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produced over ten percent of all the cod caught in North American waters, and more than 

a third of the French share of that catch.66 Because the waters near Louisbourg are at the 

intersection of the streams from Labrador, the Gulf Stream and the waters of the St-

Lawrence rivers, this area is particularly favorable to the development of microorganisms 

consumed by cod, which made it one of the densest fishing areas in the world.67  

Table 7: Annual average number of ships sailing from Quebec to Ile Royale
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The key to understanding this trade, however, is that Louisbourg became a 

warehouse where Canadian and tropical goods were exchanged.68 After the construction 

of the fort, the New France Ð West Indies trade could take place year-round, regardless of 
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the frozen state of the St-Lawrence or the risks of hurricanes in the Caribbean. It is 

therefore important to remember that although some of the goods transported between 

Canada and Ile Royale were consumed in these colonies, many were also part of the 

greater New France Ð West Indies trade.  

The data regarding the volume of shipping between Canada and Ile Royale is very 

limited. Table 7 was constructed using the same method as for tables 1 and 2, and 

demonstrates the growth of the volume of shipping between the two colonies in the 

period 1720-1739. Since the proportion of goods that were actually consumed as part of 

this trading pattern is unknown, an analysis of the value of shipping between the two 

colonies would be useless. We can observe, however, that the number of ships sailing 

between the two colonies reached a significant proportion as early as the period 1725-

1729. Although little data is available regarding the years after 1739, one can assume that 

the volume of shipping between Canada and Ile Royale grew to even greater levels as the 

New France Ð West Indies trade reached its peak in the 1750s.  

 

The significance of the Canada Ð I le Royale trade 

 The main significance of the Canada - Ile Royale pattern of trade lies in the fact 

that Ile Royale was dependent upon imports of flour, biscuits, vegetables and munitions 

from Canada,69 although these products were also illegally supplied by the British 

through contraband. By giving Canada the role of supplying Ile Royale, metropolitan 

authorities were trying to eliminate any incentive for colonial merchants to trade with 

foreigners. The statistics presented in table 8 are once again drawn from MaurepasÕ 

correspondence detailing the quantity and types of goods imported in Ile Royale from 
                                                
69 Reid, 240. 
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Canada in 1739. This table clearly demonstrates that the great majority of CanadaÕs 

exports to Louisbourg were flour and biscuits, some of which were consumed in the 

colony with the rest re-exported to the West Indies. Although the proportions varied on 

an annual basis, one can clearly see that it would have been difficult for the French 

garrison stationed at Louisbourg to survive without intercolonial trade, given the fact that 

France was providing very limited supplies. Finally, the central role played by 

Louisbourg in the New France Ð West Indies commerce transformed it, if only for a few 

decades, into a prosperous commercial center.70 

Table 8: Canada's exports to Ile Royale, 1739
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Source: Filion, La Pensée et l’Action Coloniale de Maurepas, 178. 
 
 For Canada, the significance of the commerce with Ile Royale lay primarily in the 

previously demonstrated fact that the presence of Louisbourg allowed the greater New 

France-West Indies to take place year-round. The importance of Louisbourg for Canada 
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is exemplified by the fact that grain prices in Quebec City immediately fell by half when 

Ile Royale was captured by the British in 1745.71 

Trading with Ile Royale was also extremely important for Canadian merchants, 

since they could participate in intercolonial trade by selling their products in Louisbourg 

with small forty to sixty ton ships, whereas sailing to France or the West Indies required 

larger ships that they did not possess.72 With the creation of the fort of Louisbourg, they 

could afford to engage in trade whereas they had previously been dependent upon the 

interests of metropolitan merchants.73 The New France Ð Ile Royale trade was therefore a 

significant stimulus for the larger New France Ð West Indies commerce. 

 

I llegal commerce between New England and I le Royale 

When discussing the commerce between Canada and Ile Royale, it should not be 

forgotten that there was an important pattern of contraband trade between Ile Royale and 

the British colonies of New England and Acadia. Table 9 is drawn from data gathered by 

Table 9: Average annual shipping to Louisbourg 
period  From France From French Colonies From British colonies 

1733-1735 63.7 44.3 48 
1736-1740 58 31.25 40.25 
1742-1743 57.5 36.5 72.5 

Source: John S. McLennan, Louisbourg from its foundation to its fall, 1713-1758 (Sydney, N.S., 
Fortress Press, 1963), 222. 

 

J. S. McLennan, which demonstrate that illegal contraband with British colonies was 

greater than the intercolonial trade conducted by Ile Royale. Almost all of the foreign 

ships recorded at Louisbourg came from New England because the British mainland 

colony was closer to Ile Royale and could supply it with the same type of goods produced 
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in New France.74 British sources indicate that contraband trade with Louisbourg was a 

very profitable business for colonial merchants because they could acquire tropical goods 

without having to sail to the West Indies. Peter Faneuil, a prominent Massachusetts 

merchant, received in 1729 rum, sugar, molasses, meat, cotton wool, cocoa, wine, brandy 

and silks from Louisbourg, all of which had been sent there by merchants in Guadeloupe 

and La Rochelle.75 As for the inhabitants of Louisbourg, contraband allowed them to 

acquire much-needed food and building material, since they did not produce these goods 

themselves. In fact, Jacques lÕHermitte, a French engineer working at Louisbourg in the 

mid-1710s argued that New Englanders sold their goods at lower prices than French 

merchants, which might explain why illegal commerce was more important than 

intercolonial trade.76 As for the volume of shipping between France and Ile Royale 

recorded by McLennan, it should not be forgotten that the majority of metropolitan ships 

were fishing boats that anchored at Louisbourg in order to get supplies without engaging 

in any type of large-scale commercial activity. Contraband trade therefore constituted a 

vital part of the commerce of Ile Royale, yet table 9 still demonstrates that intercolonial 

trade was an important source of supplies and wealth for the population of Louisbourg. 

 

Other  patterns of French intercolonial tr ade 

Other patterns of intercolonial trade were too insignificant to justify further 

analysis. Trade between the various West Indies colonies was never very large because 
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these colonies produced similar types of goods. During the Seven Years War, some trade 

took place between Saint-Domingue and the other islands since the former could supply 

some of the basic needs of its neighbors, especially in terms of lumber, but this was 

exceptional.77 As for trading between Canada and Louisiana, it was not mentioned once 

in a book by Alfred Hero dedicated to the relations between Canada and Louisiana since 

1673, which indicates that it was not done on a regular basis because both colonies 

produced the same types of goods during that period.78 Regarding commerce between 

Cayenne and the West Indies, Ciro Flamarion Cardoso argues that it began after the 

Seven Years War because the French colony of Guyana failed to develop economically 

prior to 1763.79 Cayenne merchants did send two small ships carrying wood, cacao and 

other tropical goods to the French West Indies in 1752, but the experiment was not 

repeated until 1766. After that date, a regular trading pattern emerged as Cayenne became 

an alternative source of supplies for the French islands, who re-exported metropolitan 

goods to the mainland colony in exchange for lumber, cacao and coffee.80  

 

The Br itish intercolonial trade 

 In 1732, Le Moyne de Bienville, the ÔCommissaire-OrdonateurÕ of Louisiana, 

wrote to Maurepas arguing that Louisiana should be given every opportunity to supply 

the islands in the same way as New England did for the British West Indies.81 One can 

therefore wonder the role played by intercolonial trade within the British Atlantic 
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Empire. Comparing the evolution of this commerce with French intercolonial trade can 

provide a framework to determine the extent of the success, or failure, of French colonial 

and metropolitan policies aimed at promoting commercial links between the French 

colonies. 

 Intercolonial trade within the British Atlantic Empire began much earlier than 

French intercolonial trade. As early as the 1620s, the colony of Virginia exported 

livestock and naval stores to other British colonies such as Massachusetts and 

Barbados.82 Large-scale intercolonial trade started in 1647, when New England began 

sending regular shipments of grain, beef, bread, fish, live cattle and horses to the British 

West Indies in exchange for sugar, cotton, tobacco and indigo.83 Most of the ships sailing 

from British North America to the West Indies anchored at Barbados, which remained 

BritainÕs most prosperous tropical colony until the mid-eighteenth century.84 A form of 

triangular trade similar to what was observed within the French Atlantic world linked 

England, North America and the West Indies during the seventeenth century. By 1700, 

however, the majority of shipping was done directly between North America and the 

West Indies as colonial ships rarely sailed for England.85 Indeed, a major difference 

between the French and British intercolonial trade was that British colonial merchants 

dominated the supply of foodstuffs to the West Indies and the regionÕs inter-island trade, 

and metropolitan merchants had little influence upon the patterns of intercolonial trade.86 
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 British intercolonial trade played a very significant role in the economic 

development of British colonies. British North America faced the same economic 

problems as New France because most of its production could not be sold in England 

because it was in competition with metropolitan producers. Commerce with the West 

Indies enabled North American producers to find a market for their productions of food, 

lumber and ships.87 From the eighteenth century onwards, the relationship of dependency 

was reversed, as tropical colonies such as Barbados became increasingly dependent upon 

the steady supply of food and lumber offered by New England and other mainland 

colonies.88 In exchange, North American merchants received sugar and other tropical 

goods, as well as derivatives of sugar. Molasses were particularly important as the raw 

material for rum distilleries, which not only supplied mainland markets in North 

America, but were also exported to markets in Europe and Africa.89 

 Intercolonial trade was therefore as significant for British colonies as it was for 

French colonies, which explains why British officials were also trying to prevent the 

growth of illegal contraband. In 1675, the Lords of Trade, a standing committee of the 

Privy Council, was created to oversee EnglandÕs Atlantic Trade and the administration of 

its colonies. The growth of contraband between British North America and the French 

West Indies was such, however, that British planters pressured the British government 

into enacting the ÔMolasses ActÕ in 1733 to forbid the imports of French molasses in 

British colonies. This measure was aimed at eliminating the main market for French 

molasses in order to provide a competitive advantage to British sugar planters, but the 
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Act was barely applied by North American colonial officials and contraband continued to 

disrupt patterns of intercolonial trade.90  

Table 10: Average volume of shipping within the British and French Empires 
Period British North America to Barbados  New France to Martinique 

1681-1682 141  n.a. 
1700 188  n.a. 

1715-1716 208  n.a. 
1720-1721 250  n.a. 
1736-1737 160 32 
1740-1744  n.a. 29 
1750-1754  n.a. 71.4 

Source: Steele, 284; Mathieu, 225. 

 Table 10 demonstrates that the volume of British intercolonial trade was much 

more important than the volume of French intercolonial trade. Unfortunately, the most 

detailed data regarding the British intercolonial trade is provided by Steele, who 

restricted his research to the period 1681-1737, whereas the data provided by Mathieu 

regarding the French intercolonial trade begins in 1730. However, the period 1736-1737 

can be used as a direct comparison between the two patterns of trade, and during this 

period, the British intercolonial trade was exactly five times larger than the French 

intercolonial trade. This comparison clearly demonstrates that intercolonial trade was 

quantitatively much more important for the British colonies.  

However, when the data concerning intercolonial trade is scaled to reflect the 

populations of the different colonies, one can observe that commerce between French 

colonies could possibly have been of greater significance than British intercolonial trade 

despite the large differences in the volume of shipping. Jacques Mathieu argues that the 

population of New France rose from 14 000 in 1700 to 55 000 in 1755,91 which equates 

to an annual growth rate of 2.52%. This means that the population of New France was 
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approximately 35 150 in 1737. That year, there was therefore one ship sailing from New 

France to the West Indies for approximately every 1100 inhabitants of the former colony. 

As for British North America, Anthony McFarlane argues that its population rose from 

300 000 in 1700 to 2.3 million in 1770,92 which equates to an annual growth rate of 

2.95%. This means that the population of British North America was approximately 879 

600 in 1737. There was one ship sailing from British North America to the West Indies 

for approximately every 5500 inhabitants of the former colony. French intercolonial trade 

was therefore five times larger than British intercolonial trade in proportion to the 

population of the mainland colonies, although the volume of shipping between New 

France and the French West Indies might be skewed by the presence of contraband 

among MathieuÕs data.93 Regardless of statistical discrepancies, it would certainly be 

false to assume that intercolonial trade had more significance for British colonies than it 

did for French ones, and one could even claim that French metropolitan and colonial 

officials were at least as successful as British ones in promoting the growth of 

commercial links between colonies. 

 

The seeds of failure of intercolonial trade 

Within all three major patterns of intercolonial trade, strategic links were created 

between the colonies, which also became less dependent on France or contraband for 

their basic supplies. One could argue, however, that this qualitative significance did not 

translate into a proportional quantitative growth of intercolonial trade. This commerce 

gradually increased throughout the eighteenth century, and was proportionately as 
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significant as British intercolonial trade, but the volume of trading remained small 

compared to the volume of contraband trade with British colonies. One can therefore 

argue that the goal of creating a truly self-sufficient economic sphere within the French 

Atlantic world was not reached during the eighteenth century. A further discussion of the 

seeds of the failure of this project is necessary to demonstrate that a series of structural 

factors, as well as ineffective metropolitan and colonial policies, explain the continued 

role played by contraband in undermining the growth of French intercolonial trade. 

 

Geographic factors 

 Maurice Filion argues that British colonies, especially New England, were ideal 

trading partners for the West Indies since they produced the goods needed by the islands, 

were closer and had easier sailing routes to the West Indies than other French colonies.94 

Geographically, the port of Boston had a much easier access to Louisbourg than New 

France did, since the Gulf of the St-Lawrence was an extremely hard navigational route. 

It was closed during the frozen months and when it was practicable, ships would 

sometimes sail from Quebec to within four miles of Louisbourg and then be drifted so far 

by strong winds that the captain would choose to sail to Martinique instead.95 The ports 

of New England were also closer to the West Indies than Louisbourg was. Finally, New 

Orleans was geographically closer to the West Indies, especially Saint-Domingue, than 

British continental colonies but sailing to the colony was particularly difficult. New 

Orleans was LouisianaÕs main port, but it was not located on the coast, as Mobile was, 

but rather 160 kilometers up the Mississippi. Sailing up the river was very dangerous and 

                                                
94 Filion, La Pensée et l’Action Coloniale de Maurepas, 248. 
95 Mathieu, Le Commerce, 80-81. 



 37 

restricted to smaller ships because of high sand-levels. At least six major storms were 

recorded in New Orleans between 1708 and 1750, Òdismasting ships and ramming them 

onto shoals or the shore each time.Ó96 Geography therefore provided British colonies with 

a major advantage in all three patterns of intercolonial trade, since shorter sailing times 

and easier sea routes meant lower costs of transportation and insurance for British 

merchants. This gave them an incentive to engage in contraband to supply Louisbourg or 

the West Indies with food, lumber and other necessities. 

 

Demographic factors 

 Demography was another major factor that affected the potential development of 

intercolonial trade. On the eve of the Seven Years War, New France had a population of 

about 55 000, while LouisianaÕs white population in 1746 was a mere 4100.97 In contrast, 

the population of British North America was around 1.48 million inhabitants in 1755.98 

The large difference between British and French colonial populations originated during 

the seventeenth century, as British emigration to the New World was ten times larger 

than French emigration prior to 1700.99 Throughout the period of French colonization in 

the Americas, mainland colonies remained chronically under-populated and this provided 

an enormous economic advantage to British colonies such as New England. The latter 

could supply all of the goods needed by the West Indies or Ile Royale, in greater 

abundance and at lower costs. The export potential of British colonies was also much less 
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dependent on agricultural yields, because greater populations resulted in economies of 

scale in the agricultural sector. This was not the case for the French mainland colonies, 

where bad weather conditions in the 1740s led to poor harvests and forced Canada to 

import wheat and flour rather than export these commodities to the West Indies.100 As for 

Louisiana, its population was simply too small to provide the West Indies with enough 

food or lumber to significantly reduce their need to resort to contraband. The population 

of the French colonies was therefore too small to allow for the possibility of a self-

sufficient economic zone within the French Atlantic world. 

 The question remains as to why the most populous country in Europe contributed 

only about five percent of the total European migration to the New World between 1500 

and 1800.101 James Pritchard argues that the biggest factor was the lack of restructuring 

of the French rural economy, which occurred in England very early.102 The peasantsÕ 

hold on the land remained strong throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries; 

and expanding French cities and the growing royal army absorbed the natural growth of 

the population.  The general assumption at the time was that few free people willingly 

chose to settle in the New World because New France and Louisiana were considered 

colonies of criminals and prostitutes. In reality, criminals only constituted a small 

proportion of French immigrants to the New World, with only 720 minor offenders 

among the 27 000 settlers that sailed to the colonies from 1721 to 1749.103 Living 

conditions in New France were also better for peasants, as ninety percent of them owned 
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land, famines were a rare event and life expectancy was greater than in France.104 French 

colonies had a poor reputation nonetheless, which partly explains why few individuals 

chose to settle permanently in the French colonies. Other factors include the tradition of 

seasonal work that caused engagés to move back to France at the end of their term; and 

competition from the metropolitan army that recruited the majority of men who left the 

countryside in search of employment opportunities.105  

There was a lack of effective immigration policy by the French Crown to change 

the reputation of its colonies or to find ways to attract a larger quantity of immigrants. 

The most famous immigration policy was the permanent resettlement in the 1660s of a 

group of 850 female orphans known as the filles du Roi. The only other large-scale policy 

enacted by the Crown was a law passed in 1698 that forced every metropolitan ship 

sailing to the New World to carry a certain number of settlers, but the majority of them 

were indentured workers who returned to France within a few years.106 Leslie Choquette 

argues that the most serious mistake made by metropolitan authorities was the policy of 

religious intolerance, because preventing Huguenots migrants from Northern Europe 

from settling in Canada destroyed the colonyÕs only hope for mass emigration.107 

Metropolitan officials largely failed to address the issue of the lack of population of 

French colonies, and it is unfortunate that the largest effort was undertaken after the 

Seven Years War with the Kourou expedition to French Guyana.108 During that year, 17 

000 settlers, many of them skilled workers, were sent to the French colony of Guyana but 
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most of them died of epidemic disease or hunger within a few months. One could argue 

that such an expedition would have had a very positive demographic and economic 

impact on New France or Louisiana, where settlers were less prone to disease and there 

were more economic opportunities. The lack of effective immigration policy by the 

French Crown prior to the Seven Years War had a very detrimental effect upon the 

potential growth of the mainland colonies, and consequently on their capacity to supply 

the West Indies through intercolonial trade. 

 

Economic factors  

 The economic structure of the French colonies in the eighteenth century is another 

structural factor that had a negative impact upon the growth of intercolonial trade. None 

of the colonies produced manufactured goods, and since France was unable to provide its 

colonies with sufficient supplies, conducting illegal contraband with British colonies was 

a necessity. Allana Reid argues that the lack of manufactures in the colonies was the 

result of mercantilist policies that arranged production to satisfy the needs of the 

metropolis.109 This is partly true, but one can observe that as early as 1665 Colbert was 

trying, at least theoretically, to promote the creation of manufactures in New France: 

ÒLÕun des plus grands besoins du Canada est dÕy establir des manufactures et dÕy 

attirer des artisans pour les choses qui sont necessaires a la vie ; car jusquÕicy il a 

fallu porter en ce pays des draps pour habiller les habitants, et mesme des 

souliers pour les chausser.Ó110 
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Colbert ordered Jean Talon, the Intendent of New France, to establish manufactures to 

reduce the colonyÕs dependence on France for its supplies of manufactured goods. He 

was therefore trying to serve the needs of France, rather than promote the economic 

growth of its colonies. Regardless, ÔColbertismÕ did not discourage colonies from 

developing manufactures, and the lack of such establishments was the result of a shortage 

of human and financial capital.  

The central element of contraband was molasses, which the French West Indies 

produced in increasing quantity and at a cheaper price than the British due to greater land 

productivity and a more efficient use of slaves.111 Because of the laws prohibiting the 

distilling of rum within the French Empire, molasses could not be exported in sufficient 

quantity to New France and, despite its illegality, contraband became a very profitable 

alternative for French planters. Meanwhile, French planters often outbid British planters 

for foodstuffs by fifty to one hundred percent because of the greater profitability of their 

plantations and FranceÕs inability to supply them.112 Finally, Christopher Moore argues 

that since British fishermen received their supplies of food, drink and ships from cheaper 

British sources, they could sell their cod at cheaper prices than New France fishermen, 

and therefore supplied most of the demand for cod in the French West Indies.113 The 

structure of colonial economies in the New World made contraband a more profitable 

option for the parties involved in the illegal commerce. 
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Ineffective metropolitan policies 

 The geographic, demographic and economic structure of the British and French 

Atlantic colonies created a reality in which the goal of an economically self-sufficient 

French Atlantic world could not be realistically achieved during the eighteenth century. 

However, metropolitan and colonial policies that were aimed at promoting intercolonial 

trade did not reduce the effect of these structural factors and further undermined the 

growth of intercolonial trade. 

 In order to address the effectiveness of the policies enacted by metropolitan 

authorities, this section will focus on the colonial policy of the count of Maurepas, 

minister of the marine in charge of the colonies between 1723 and 1749, a period crucial 

to the development of intercolonial trade. Maurepas was a great advocate of commerce as 

a source of wealth: Ò[le commerce maritime] est la source principale de la richesse et des 

revenus des Etats maritimes, et la cause, par consŽquent, de leur puissance.Ó114 Maurepas 

also believed that FranceÕs enemies, such as Britain, were trying to undermine FranceÕs 

commercial relationship with its colonies : ÒIl est de lÕintŽr•t des nations voisines de 

Votre roiaume de chercher les moiens de lÕinterrompre [le commerce] pour augmenter 

celui quÕelle font.Ó115 It is therefore not surprising that Maurepas enacted the 1727 letters 

patent to eliminate all forms of illegal commerce conducted in the colonies. While this 

piece of legislation was explicitly encouraging the growth of intercolonial trade in order 
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to stop contraband, France did not have the means to enforce it and colonial officials had 

too many incentives to ignore the law.116  

 The fear of contraband was such that a counter-productive administrative system 

was put in place to regulate commerce. Crown officials feared that ships from New 

England might sail to Louisbourg, pretend to be carrying goods from New France, and 

then carry these goods to Martinique without having to pay any duties.117 During the 

period 1709 - 1758, there were twenty-nine years in which some form of interdiction of 

trade in flour occurred because colonial officials feared it would benefit illegal 

commerce.118 When trade was not stopped altogether, there were very thorough 

inspections of merchandise carried by ships to make sure that it did not come from New 

England and that the totality of the goods were declared. Merchants were also required to 

go through a long list of administrative formalities before they could sail from one colony 

to the other. These constraints created a set of extra costs that were carried by merchants 

and made intercolonial trade less profitable. Clarence Gould even argues that by the 

Seven Years War, metropolitan officials were considering stopping intercolonial trade 

altogether because of the fear of contraband.119 Legislation that was intended at 

promoting the growth of intercolonial trade created such a heavy administrative burden to 

prevent contraband that it had a negative impact on commerce between French colonies. 

MaurepasÕ colonial policy not only produced ineffective legislation, it also made 

an unproductive use of the crownÕs resources destined to the colonies. The minister of the 

Marine undertook several disastrous investments in Canada that did nothing to promote 
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the economic growth of the colony. Maurepas invested large sums of money into the 

development of a ship building industry in Quebec because, as Colbert had previously 

observed, New France had an enormous supply of timber that could generate great 

profits.120 This experiment failed and was a terrible investment for the Crown because the 

lack of skilled labor in Canada drove wages to enormous levels and rendered the 

enterprise unprofitable.121 Maurepas also invested heavily into the exploitation of 

CanadaÕs mining potential with the creation of the ÔForges de Saint-MauriceÕ, near Trois-

Rivieres, for the production of iron. This project failed because of a lack of labor as well 

as an incompetent and corrupt administration of the Forges.122 Had these efforts been 

directed at the promotion of agriculture and lumbering, CanadaÕs exporting capability 

would have been increased and this could potentially have reduced the impact of 

contraband. MaurepasÕ policy towards the colony did little to promote intercolonial trade 

and actually undermined the potential growth of this commerce by creating excessive 

administrative burdens on merchants and inefficiently allocating the crownÕs resources. 

 

Ineffective colonial policies 

 While metropolitan officials implemented a system for preventing illegal 

contraband, colonial officials had several incentives to allow their colonies to engage in 

commerce with the British colonies. As Shannon Lee Dawdy argues, Òfrom a 

metropolitan perspective, intercolonial smuggling was a disorder bordering on treason. 

From a local perspective, smuggling meant survival.Ó123 When neither France nor Canada 

                                                
120 Cole, 78. 
121 Filion, La Pensée et l’Action Coloniale de Maurepas, 276-277. 
122 Ibid., 301 
123 Dawdy, 163. 



 45 

was able to supply their colony with enough food in 1733, Ile Royale officials convinced 

Maurepas to allow them to trade with New England.124 The minister received many other 

requests to allow trade with British colonies, especially from officials in the West Indies. 

In 1738, he was considering giving the West Indies special permission to trade with New 

England: ÒSi lÕon ne peut trouver les moyens de se mettre en sžretŽ contre les abus que 

pourroit occasionner un commerce avec la Nouvelle-Angleterre, Sa MajestŽ pourroit se 

dŽterminer ˆ  le permettre.Ó125 However, Maurepas never ceded to the demands of 

colonial officials, and his policy remained strictly opposed to any form of commerce with 

foreign colonies.  

Colonial officials saw in contraband a great tool to promote the growth of the 

colonies. For the West Indies, New England represented an enormous market for syrups 

and molasses, and the British colony offered manufactured goods that neither France nor 

New France could provide. The same argument applied to the other French colonies, 

which needed contraband to ensure a steady supply of manufactured goods and to 

provide bigger markets for their exports. It is not surprising, therefore, that Bienville, the 

Governor of Louisiana, consistently pleaded in favor of smugglers who broke the law of 

1727, and urged the post commander Diron dÕArtaguette to look the other way when he 

caught a Frenchman named Olivier in 1742 smuggling goods from Carolina and New 

York.126 Thomas Allen, a British merchant, had no problem organizing thirteen trips to 

the West Indies between July 1755 and November 1758 to engage in contraband.127 
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Colonial officials also exploited many loopholes found in the 1727 letters patent in order 

to conduct illegal commerce. Foreign ships that suffered storm damage were allowed to 

dock in French colonial ports, and not surprisingly, ÔhurricanedÕ foreign ships appeared 

regularly at St-Pierre and other French ports.128 During periods of war, Ôflag-of-truceÕ 

ships repeatedly sailed to the West Indies to return French prisoners, but this was usually 

used as an excuse by British merchants and French colonial officials to conduct illegal 

commerce.129 Finally, Richard Pares argues that it was relatively easy for a British ship to 

obtain a permit to enter French ports if one Òconsented to grease the right palms or put 

himself under the protection of a factor with the right connections.Ó130 The previous 

examples illustrate the various ways in which colonial officials allowed contraband to 

occur, and their policies regarding what metropolitan officials saw as illegal commerce 

severely undermined the goal of creating a self-sufficient economic sphere within the 

French Atlantic World. 

 

Conclusion 

 During the period 1708-1763, intercolonial trade became the most significant tool 

at the disposal of metropolitan officials who continued to believe in the ÔColbertistÕ ideal 

of a self-sufficient zone of French influence in the Americas. This form of legal 

commerce grew to significant levels during the eighteenth century, and was 

proportionally no less significant for French colonies than British intercolonial trade was 

to British American colonies. It is therefore very important for scholars in the field of 
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French Atlantic History to remember that intercolonial trade had been the most 

significant factor in the creation of economic links between French colonies in the 

Americas during the eighteenth century. However, this phenomenon was overshadowed 

by the increasing importance of illegal commercial activities within the Atlantic world. 

Because of a variety of structural and political factors, contraband was a much more 

profitable commercial activity than legal commerce, and as the century progressed 

colonial merchants and officials were moving towards a de-facto liberalization of 

commerce within the Atlantic world. With the loss of all of its mainland colonies 

following the military debacle of the Seven Years War, French metropolitan officials 

were no longer in a position to regard intercolonial trade as a viable alternative to the 

problem of contraband and they could no longer impose a rigid system of commercial 

exclusivity to the remaining French colonies.  

With the advent of the physiocratic school of thought and other forms of political 

economy during the second part of the eighteenth century,131 European intellectuals came 

to understand that free commerce would not only ensure the economic growth of 

American colonies, but that it would also serve the interests of European nations. In 

1758, Francois Quesnay wrote his Problèmes Economiques, currently considered the 

most influential work produced by the French physiocratic school of thought. Quesnay 

argued in favor of a complete liberalization of commerce, especially with regards to 

grain, since barriers to trade had been largely harmful to the economic growth of France: 

ÒNous avons voulu nuire ̂  nos voisins et les priver du profi t quÕils retiraient de 

nous par la vente de leurs marchandises. Par cette politique, nous avons Žteint 
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entre eux et nous un commerce rŽciproque qui Žtait pleinement a notre avantage ; 

ils ont interdit chez eux lÕentrŽe de nos denrŽes, et nous achetons dÕeux par 

contrebande et fort trop cher les mati•res que nous employons dans nos 

manufactures.Ó132 

Across the English channel, Adam Smith, known by many as the father of economic 

liberalism, wrote in his Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nation that:  

ÒThe monopoly of the colony trade, therefore, like all other mean and malignant 

expedients of the mercantile system, depresses the industry of all other countries, 

but chiefly that of the colonies, without in the least increasing, but on the 

contrary diminishing, that of the country in whose favour it is established.Ó133 

Finally, some political economists such as Turgot, French minister of the Marine from 

1774 to 1776, denounced the very notion that owning colonies brought any increase in 

wealth to the mother country. Indeed, Turgot argued that for the state, the only revenues 

derived from the colonies were the duties on commerce with these colonies, but the same 

duties could be levied on trade with independent nations. Turgot concluded by stating: 

Òon sera tentŽ de douter sÕil nÕeut ŽtŽ plus avantageux pour nous de les abandonner a 

leurs propres forces avec une enti•res indŽpendance.Ó134 

The failure of French officials to develop intercolonial trade as a viable alternative 

to contraband was the ultimate blow to the French colonial project of creating a self-

sufficient economic sphere in the French Atlantic World. Intercolonial trade was also the 

last major attempt by metropolitan officials to work within the confines of the 

                                                
132 Fran•ois Quesnay, Tableau Economique (Paris: Calmann-LŽvy, 1969 [1758]), 141. 
133 Adam Smith, An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations (Oxford; New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1993 [1776]), 355. 
134 Anne Robert Jacques Turgot, ÒMŽmoire sur la mani•re dont la France et lÕEspagne devraient envisager 
les suites de la querelle entre la Grande-Bretagne et ses coloniesÓ [6 avril 1776] in Turgot, Actes du 
Ministère de Turgot, 563. 



 49 

ÔColbertistÕ economic system, as intellectuals of the second half of the eighteenth century 

gradually came to realize that a liberalization of commerce would bring increased 

prosperity to France as well as to its colonies. However, the evolution towards free trade 

had begun as soon as metropolitan officials tried to impose restrictions on commerce, and 

in this sense, one could argue that the actions of colonial merchants and officials made 

them precursors to the theoretical drive towards greater commercial liberalism 

characterized by the works of intellectuals such as Quesnay, Smith and Turgot. 
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