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Economies of Colonial America Worksheet Answer
Key: Understanding Early American Economic
Systems

Delving into the economic foundations of Colonial America offers invaluable insights into
the development of the United States. Understanding the diverse and evolving economies
of the thirteen colonies is crucial for students and educators alike. This comprehensive
guide, designed to serve as an answer key for a typical "Economies of Colonial America"
worksheet, unpacks the key concepts, regional differences, and underlying principles that
shaped early American commerce. We’ll explore the agricultural heartlands, the
burgeoning trade networks, the role of mercantilism, and the unique economic activities
that distinguished each colonial region. Whether you're a student seeking to solidify your
understanding or an educator looking for detailed explanations, this resource aims to
provide clarity and depth on the complex economies of Colonial America, directly
addressing common queries associated with an "economies of colonial america worksheet
answer key."

Introduction to Colonial American Economies

Understanding Mercantilism and its Impact

Regional Economic Differences in Colonial America

New England Colonies: Fishing, Shipbuilding, and Trade

Middle Colonies: Agriculture and Diversified Commerce

Southern Colonies: Plantation Agriculture and Cash Crops

Labor Systems in Colonial America: Indentured Servitude and Slavery

Colonial Trade and Navigation Acts

The Role of Currency and Finance in Colonial Economies

Challenges and Innovations in Colonial Economic Development

Conclusion: Key Takeaways on Colonial Economies



Understanding the Core Concepts of Colonial
American Economies

The economic landscape of Colonial America was a dynamic and multifaceted system,
heavily influenced by European powers, particularly Great Britain, and the unique
environmental and social conditions of the New World. At its heart, the colonial economy
was largely agrarian, with agriculture serving as the primary source of sustenance and
wealth for most inhabitants. However, significant regional variations existed, driven by
climate, natural resources, and settlement patterns. Understanding these foundational
elements is key to grasping the intricacies of the economies of colonial America and is a
central theme when looking for an "economies of colonial america worksheet answer key."

The Agrarian Basis of Colonial Life

Agriculture was the bedrock of most colonial economies. Settlers cleared land and
cultivated crops to feed themselves and their families, with surplus often used for trade.
The types of crops grown varied significantly by region, reflecting the influence of climate
and soil conditions. In New England, rocky soil and shorter growing seasons favored crops
like corn, beans, and squash, along with subsistence farming. Further south, the milder
climate and fertile land allowed for the cultivation of staple crops that would become
crucial to the colonial economy.

Key Colonial Crops and Their Economic Significance

Specific crops played pivotal roles in shaping the economic trajectory of different colonies.
For instance, tobacco became the economic engine of the Chesapeake colonies (Virginia
and Maryland), providing a highly lucrative cash crop that drove demand for labor and
land. In the Carolinas and Georgia, rice and indigo were equally important, offering high
profits in the European market. These cash crops not only sustained colonial economies
but also fueled the transatlantic trade, making them central to any discussion on the
economies of colonial america worksheet answer key.

Deciphering Mercantilism and its Profound
Influence on Colonial Economies

Mercantilism was the dominant economic theory guiding European colonial policy during
the colonial era, and its principles deeply impacted the economic development of British
North America. This system viewed national wealth as a fixed quantity, primarily
measured in gold and silver. Colonies were seen as instruments to enrich the mother
country by providing raw materials and serving as captive markets for manufactured
goods.



The Role of the Mother Country in Colonial Economics

Under mercantilism, Great Britain sought to maintain a favorable balance of trade,
exporting more than it imported. The colonies were integral to this strategy. They were
expected to supply Britain with raw materials such as timber, furs, naval stores, and
agricultural products that Britain’s industries could process. In return, the colonies were
to purchase finished goods from Britain. This symbiotic, albeit unequal, relationship
defined much of the economic interaction between Britain and its American colonies, a
vital concept for any "economies of colonial america worksheet answer key."

How Mercantilism Shaped Colonial Trade Policies

To enforce mercantilist principles, Britain enacted a series of trade regulations, most
notably the Navigation Acts. These acts stipulated that colonial trade could only be
conducted on British ships, with specific goods (enumerated articles) being shipped
exclusively to England. While intended to bolster British economic power, these acts also
stimulated certain colonial industries and fostered the growth of a merchant class, even as
they restricted colonial economic freedom and sometimes led to smuggling.

Examining the Distinct Economic Profiles of
Colonial America's Regions

The thirteen colonies were not a monolithic economic entity; rather, they developed
unique economic specializations based on their geography, climate, natural resources, and
the initial motivations of their settlers. Understanding these regional economic
divergences is fundamental to answering questions on an "economies of colonial america
worksheet answer key."

New England Colonies: A Hub of Maritime Commerce

The rocky soil and harsh winters of New England were not conducive to large-scale
plantation agriculture like that found in the South. Instead, the New England economy
thrived on its abundant natural resources and access to the sea. Fishing, particularly for
cod, was a major industry, supplying both domestic needs and a significant export
commodity. Shipbuilding also flourished, utilizing the plentiful timber from the region's
forests. Furthermore, New England became a center for trade and commerce, with
bustling ports like Boston facilitating the exchange of goods within the colonies and across
the Atlantic.

Key Industries in New England



Fishing (cod, mackerel)

Whaling

Shipbuilding

Timber and lumber production

Trade and commerce

Small-scale farming (subsistence crops)

Rum distillation

Middle Colonies: The Breadbasket of Colonial America

The Middle Colonies, encompassing New York, Pennsylvania, New Jersey, and Delaware,
possessed a more diverse economic base. They benefited from fertile soil, a milder climate
than New England, and navigable rivers, which facilitated both agriculture and trade.
These colonies became known as the "breadbasket" of colonial America due to their
substantial production of grain, particularly wheat, which was exported in large
quantities.

Agricultural Diversity and Trade in the Middle Colonies

Beyond grain production, the Middle Colonies also cultivated other crops and raised
livestock. Their port cities, such as Philadelphia and New York City, became vital centers
for trade, connecting the agricultural hinterlands with domestic and international markets.
The presence of diverse ethnic groups also contributed to a more varied artisanal and
commercial landscape.

Grain production (wheat, corn)

Livestock farming (cattle, pigs)

Trade and commerce

Shipbuilding

Iron production

Fur trading



Southern Colonies: Plantation Economy and Cash Crops

The Southern Colonies, including Virginia, Maryland, North Carolina, South Carolina, and
Georgia, developed an economy heavily reliant on large-scale agriculture, driven by the
cultivation of lucrative cash crops. The warm climate and fertile land were ideal for
growing labor-intensive crops that yielded high profits in European markets.

The Dominance of Tobacco, Rice, and Indigo

Tobacco was the primary cash crop in the Chesapeake colonies, demanding significant
labor and vast tracts of land. Further south, rice and indigo thrived in the swampy
lowlands of the Carolinas and Georgia. The profitability of these crops, coupled with the
available land, led to the development of a plantation system, characterized by large
estates worked by enslaved labor. This economic model had profound social and political
consequences for the region.

Tobacco cultivation

Rice cultivation

Indigo cultivation

Naval stores (tar, pitch, turpentine)

Small-scale farming for subsistence

Investigating Labor Systems: Indentured
Servitude and the Rise of Slavery

The development of colonial economies was inextricably linked to the labor systems
employed to cultivate land and produce goods. Initially, indentured servitude played a
significant role, but it gradually gave way to the widespread adoption of chattel slavery,
particularly in the Southern Colonies.

Indentured Servitude: A Temporary Labor Solution

Indentured servitude was a common labor arrangement in early colonial America.
Individuals, often from impoverished backgrounds in Europe, agreed to work for a set
number of years (typically four to seven) in exchange for passage to the colonies, room,
board, and sometimes a small plot of land or tools upon completion of their contract. While



it provided a vital labor source, the system was often harsh, and many indentured servants
faced difficult conditions.

The Growth and Impact of African Slavery

As the demand for labor, especially for cash crop cultivation, increased, and the supply of
indentured servants fluctuated, the institution of African slavery became increasingly
prominent. Unlike indentured servants, enslaved Africans were considered property and
were subjected to lifelong, hereditary servitude. Slavery became the primary labor force in
the Southern Colonies, forming the backbone of the plantation economy and profoundly
shaping the social, economic, and political landscape of the region. Understanding the
transition from indentured servitude to widespread slavery is a critical component of any
"economies of colonial america worksheet answer key."

Analyzing Colonial Trade Regulations: The
Navigation Acts

The Navigation Acts were a series of laws passed by the English Parliament starting in
1651, designed to regulate colonial trade and ensure that England benefited economically
from its overseas possessions. These acts are central to understanding the constraints and
opportunities within the economies of colonial America.

Key Provisions of the Navigation Acts

The Navigation Acts mandated several key regulations:

All goods imported into or exported from the colonies must be carried on ships
owned by Englishmen and primarily crewed by Englishmen.

Certain "enumerated articles," such as tobacco, sugar, cotton, and indigo, could only
be shipped directly to England or other English colonies.

European goods destined for the colonies had to be shipped through England,
allowing England to collect duties.

The Economic Effects of the Navigation Acts

While the Navigation Acts were intended to benefit England, they had mixed effects on the
colonies. They stimulated the production of enumerated articles, as England provided a



guaranteed market. They also encouraged the development of colonial shipbuilding and
maritime industries. However, the acts also restricted colonial access to foreign markets,
limited the types of goods colonists could produce, and often led to higher prices for
imported goods. These restrictions sometimes fostered resentment and led to widespread
smuggling as colonists sought to circumvent the regulations, a common point of discussion
in relation to the "economies of colonial america worksheet answer key."

Understanding Colonial Currency and Financial
Systems

The economic activities in Colonial America were often hindered by a lack of stable and
uniform currency. The scarcity of hard currency, such as gold and silver, and the
fluctuating value of various paper currencies and commodities made trade and financial
transactions complex.

The Challenges of a Barter Economy and Commodity
Money

In many colonial areas, a barter system was common, where goods and services were
exchanged directly for other goods and services. Commodities like tobacco, furs, and grain
were also used as a form of currency, especially in the South, due to their accepted value
and transportability. However, the reliance on commodity money was problematic, as its
value could fluctuate based on supply and demand, and its storage and transport were
often difficult.

The Struggle for a Stable Colonial Currency

Colonies attempted to address the currency shortage by issuing their own paper money.
However, these colonial currencies often depreciated rapidly due to over-issuance or lack
of backing, leading to inflation and further complicating trade. Britain also discouraged
the use of paper money, preferring that colonies pay for British goods with specie. This
persistent lack of a stable, unified currency was a significant constraint on economic
growth and a source of ongoing debate and economic challenges within the colonies.

Exploring Challenges and Innovations in Colonial
Economic Growth

The development of economies in Colonial America was not without its hurdles. Settlers
faced numerous challenges, from harsh environments to restrictive British policies, yet



they also demonstrated remarkable ingenuity and adaptability, leading to significant
economic innovations.

Overcoming Environmental and Geographical Obstacles

Clearing dense forests, adapting to diverse climates, and navigating vast distances were
major undertakings for colonial settlers. They developed new farming techniques, built
extensive road and river networks, and mastered seafaring to connect their communities
and trade with the outside world. Innovations in agriculture, such as crop rotation and
irrigation, were crucial for maximizing yields in different regional conditions.

Colonial Entrepreneurship and Developing Industries

Despite British mercantilist policies, colonial entrepreneurs found ways to develop local
industries. Shipbuilding, as mentioned, was a vital industry, particularly in New England.
Other developing industries included iron foundries, textile production, and rum
distillation. These nascent industries, though often limited by British regulations, laid the
groundwork for future American industrialization.

Development of sawmills for lumber production

Establishment of gristmills and flour production

Growth of ironworks and blacksmithing

Expansion of fishing fleets and processing facilities

Innovation in shipbuilding techniques

Rum distilleries in New England

Conclusion: Consolidating Understanding of
Colonial Economies

In summary, the economies of Colonial America were characterized by their agrarian
foundations, regional diversity, and the overarching influence of British mercantilist
policies. From the fishing and trading economies of New England to the breadbasket
agriculture of the Middle Colonies and the plantation system of the South, each region
developed unique economic strengths and faced distinct challenges. The systems of labor,
from indentured servitude to the entrenched institution of slavery, were central to
production. Understanding these multifaceted aspects, including the impact of the



Navigation Acts and the struggles with currency, is essential for a comprehensive grasp of
early American economic history, providing the complete answer to queries related to the
"economies of colonial america worksheet answer key." This historical economic
framework ultimately laid the groundwork for the future economic development of the
United States.

Frequently Asked Questions

What were the primary economic activities in the
Southern Colonies?
The Southern Colonies were characterized by large-scale agriculture, particularly cash
crops like tobacco, rice, and indigo, which were grown on plantations and heavily reliant
on enslaved labor.

How did mercantilism influence the economies of
colonial America?
Mercantilism, an economic theory where colonies existed to benefit the mother country,
dictated that colonies should provide raw materials to Britain and serve as markets for
British manufactured goods. This led to trade restrictions and regulations like the
Navigation Acts.

What role did trade and shipping play in the New
England Colonies' economy?
New England's economy was diverse, with a strong emphasis on shipbuilding, fishing,
whaling, and small-scale farming. They also engaged in extensive overseas trade, often
acting as intermediaries in the transatlantic economy.

How did regional differences in resources and
geography shape colonial economies?
The North (New England) had rocky soil and a colder climate, leading to diversified
economies. The Middle Colonies had fertile land and a more temperate climate, allowing
for grain production and trade. The South's warm climate and rich soil supported
plantation agriculture.

What were the main forms of currency and exchange
used in colonial America?
Colonial economies primarily used British currency (pounds, shillings, pence), but also
relied on bartering, commodity money (like tobacco in the South), and sometimes Spanish



silver dollars.

Explain the concept of 'staple crops' in colonial
economies.
Staple crops were agricultural products that were widely grown and were a primary
source of income and sustenance. Examples include tobacco in Virginia, rice and indigo in
South Carolina, and wheat in Pennsylvania.

How did the development of industries impact colonial
economies?
While primarily agricultural, colonial economies saw the growth of small-scale industries
like blacksmithing, milling, tanning, and importantly, shipbuilding, which was crucial for
trade and fishing.

What were the economic consequences of the French
and Indian War on colonial America?
The French and Indian War led to increased British debt, which in turn resulted in new
taxes imposed on the colonies. This contributed to growing resentment and was a
significant factor leading to the American Revolution.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to economies of colonial America, suitable for an answer key
or further study:

1. _The Economic History of the United States, Vol. 1: The Colonial Period_
This foundational text provides a comprehensive overview of the economic landscape of
colonial America, detailing the agricultural, mercantile, and nascent industrial activities
that shaped the colonies. It explores the complex trade networks, the role of commodities
like tobacco and furs, and the impact of British mercantilist policies. Readers will gain a
solid understanding of how the colonial economy operated and evolved before the
Revolution.

2. _Colonial America: A Very Short Introduction_
While concise, this book offers essential insights into the economic drivers of colonial
settlement and development. It examines the diverse economies of the various colonies,
from the plantation economies of the South to the diversified trade of New England. The
book touches on key economic challenges and opportunities faced by colonists, including
labor systems and land ownership.

3. _Engines of Empire: The Making of the American Way of Business_
This work delves into the early American business practices and the foundational
economic philosophies that emerged during the colonial era. It traces the development of
commercial ventures, the establishment of markets, and the entrepreneurial spirit that



characterized colonial economic life. The book highlights how early economic structures
laid the groundwork for future American capitalism.

4. _Tobacco Kingdom: Slavery and the Making of the American South_
This focused study illuminates the profound economic significance of tobacco in the
southern colonies and its inextricable link to the institution of slavery. It details how
tobacco cultivation shaped land use, labor systems, and colonial wealth accumulation. The
book provides a crucial understanding of how this single commodity profoundly influenced
the economic and social fabric of the South.

5. _The Middling Sort of People: Commerce, the Consumer, and the English Economy
1680-1730_
While focused on England, this book offers crucial context for understanding the colonial
American economy by examining the demand for colonial goods in Great Britain. It
explores the role of the middle class in driving consumption and how this consumer
demand influenced colonial production and trade. Understanding the British market is key
to grasping the economic motivations behind colonial development.

6. _Saltwater Empire: Labor, Trade, and the Caribbean_
This book emphasizes the vital role of maritime trade and the interconnectedness of
colonial economies, particularly with the Caribbean. It examines the flow of goods, labor
(including enslaved labor), and capital between North America, the Caribbean, and
Europe. Understanding these broader Atlantic trade networks is essential for a complete
picture of colonial American economics.

7. _Inventing America: Economic Growth and the Revolution, 1700-1775_
This title directly addresses the economic factors that contributed to the growing tensions
between the colonies and Great Britain, ultimately leading to the Revolution. It analyzes
colonial economic growth, British attempts to control this growth through taxation and
regulation, and the economic grievances of the colonists. The book connects economic
developments to the political upheaval of the era.

8. _New England's Other Poverty: The Economic Realities of the Poor in the Colonial
Period_
This work offers a more nuanced perspective by examining the economic experiences of
the less affluent in colonial New England. It explores the challenges of poverty, the
availability of work, and the social safety nets (or lack thereof) for the poor.
Understanding the diverse economic strata is crucial for a complete picture of colonial
economic life.

9. _The Currency of the Colonies_
This specialized book likely delves into the complex monetary systems and challenges
faced by colonial economies. It would explore the various forms of currency used, the
issues of inflation and exchange rates, and the impact of these financial systems on trade
and economic stability. A grasp of colonial currency is fundamental to understanding its
commercial activities.
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