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Diss.

The purpose of this study is to discuss the development of trade and polito-commercial
relations between the U.S and Russia from the Treaty of Paris in 1783 to 1860. The problems
are approached on four levels: 1) commercial diplomacy between the countries, 2) the
entrepreneurs involved in commerce and their activities, 3) mercantile shipping, 4) the
volume of trade.

The neutrality of trade and the seas (free ships-free goods) was the cornerstone of
American commercial and foreign policy. Britain did not accept the principle in he forms
proposed by Washington and the Department of State sought support from Russia. The
results were poor. Articles of neutrality were even omitted from the commercial treaty
concluded between Russia and the U.S. in 1832. In the name of freedom of the seas the U.S.
took the initiative in the abolition of the old Danish Sound dues in 1857.

Most of the entrepreneurs in American trade with Baltic Russia were from New
England, as were the ships, brigs, barks and schooners that crossed the Atlantic. At first
insufficient information about the distant markets was the biggest obstacle to commercial
intercourse. The captains and supercargoes played a crucial role in getting the best cargoes
for the Russian markets and find the most reliable trading house in St Petersburg to deal
with.

In practice about 90-95 percent of the trade between Russia and the U.S was carried
through the Sound, 95 percent of it on American vessels. According to the Sound Toll
Accounts and Consular reports altogether 9500 American vessels sailed to the Baltic and
back in the period 1783-1860. Most of them visited St Petersburg. European wars created
new opportunities for the Americans to trade with Russia. During the Continental System
Americans sailing under the neutral flag “found” excellent markets for their colonial
products in St Petersburg. The good days came to an end during the Anglo-American War
in 1812-14.

Initially the U.S. imports from Russia were bar iron, hemp and “manufactures” (i.e.
hemp and flax cloths). The main American exports and re-exports to St. Petersburg
consisted of a wide range of products (e.g. sugar, rice, tobacco, coffee, cotton, spices). From
the 1820s onwards American merchants created “the sugar triangle”: the trade from New
England via Havana to St Petersburg and back to the ports of Massachusetts or New York.
The sugar carried by the Americans was worth over twice as much as direct exports from
the U.S. to Russia. At the beginning of the 1850s “the cotton triangle” entered the scene.
Americans carried cotton wool from Southern ports to St Petersburg and sailed back to
western Europe, New York or Boston. The raw sugar and cotton the Americans carried
gave a major boost to the creation of modern industrial production in Russia. British
money played a central role in the shipments of sugar and cotton. Over 45 percent of the
American tonnage involved in commerce with Russia did not trade directly between the
two countries.

Keywords: Russian-American trade, Oresund, sugar trade, cotton trade, neutrality,
American shipping, trading houses.
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1 INTRODUCTION

1.1 The setting

The 19th century has often been described as the century of coal and steel.
However, there are few signs of their triumphal march in the United States at
the beginning of the century, and even fewer in Russia, which is considered as a
trading partner of the United States in this study. The economic and
commercial structure of both countries was agrarian and yet they were different
from one another in many respects. The period in question, from the United
States’ independence to the Civil War, coincided with the beginning of
modernization and industrialization. These processes began later in Russia and
were different in nature but they did influence the country’s foreign trade either
directly or indirectly.

Walter Kirchner says in his work Studies in Russian-American Commerce,
1820-60, that American trade with Russia was “sui generis”, totally different in
essence from U.S. commerce with countries in Western Europe, Africa and Asia.
Kirchner also claims that Russo-American trade benefited the East more than
the West. He not only rejects the idea of Russia as an object of “colonial
exploitation”, but claims that relations between the countries benefited Russia
more, since the U.S. share of its foreign trade was greater than Russia’s share of
U.S. trade. According to Kirchner, the need for Russian raw materials for the
American shipbuilding industry made the commercial relations important. The
situation changed in the 1850s due to the great demand for cotton wool in
Russia.! It is true that at least until 1808, the year of the Embargo, trade relations
were regulated by the demand for Russian products in America. But after 1815
the demand for colonial products in St Petersburg became the major force
behind the commerce between the two countries. The culmination of this
development was the bulk shipment of raw sugar from Cuba in the 1830s and
the early 1840s. American cotton wool became important only after this period.

1 Kirchner 1975, 3-5.
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Both the United States and Russia were countries of economic nationalism, and
the old mercantilist ideas, for example the emphasis on primacy of exports,
played a central role in both. Russian trade with Western Europe increased
significantly in the period from the mid-18th century to the mid-19th century.
In Immanuel Wallerstein’s terminology, this meant that Russia was
incorporated into the European capitalist world-economy. The structure of the
country’s exports changed dramatically as the export of manufactures and
semi-manufactures (hemp, iron, flax) decreased and the export of primary
products, above all grain, increased. All in all, Russia did not end up in the
same position in the world economy as, for instance, India or Turkey.
According to Wallerstein, the American market for Russian products in the
“semiperipherical zone” had a central influence on Russia’s incorporation into
the world-economy.2

The development of commercial intercourse between Russia and the
United States during the 80 years in question must be considered in connection
with the structure of the economy in each country and the way this changed.
The role of the Americans in the problematic industrialisation process of Russia
is interesting with respect to two key fields, raw sugar and cotton. According to
Thomas C. Owen, forms of capitalistic entrepreneurship first appeared in the
cotton industry, which used semi-finished or raw American cotton wool as a
basic raw material.3 The English dominated the import trade of both of these
into Russia, and only in the 1850s did direct trade begin between the southern
ports of the United States and St Petersburg, in which cotton was carried by
American tonnage.

The above-mentioned work by Walter Kirchner is the only study
concentrating on American-Russian commerce before the Civil War. Studies
dealing mainly with political questions and special problems which also touch
upon commerce are, however, numerous. Generally speaking, the origin of
super power relations has been the focus of interest. The most thorough survey
of the field is Norman E. Saul’s Distant Friends. The United States and Russia,
1763-1867, published in 1991. N. N. Bolkhovitinov is perhaps the best-known
and most highly-respected Russian expert in the field, with several thorough
and detailed articles to his name. However, their approach to the subject reflects
the author’s own political concerns.*

The massive source publication United States and Russia (USR), published
in 1980, is the result of a Soviet-American Cultural Agreement. The work,
which covers the period from the 1760s until 1815, is by far the most reliable
printed publication on the first decades of relations between the two countries.
Most of its contents deal with Russian-American cultural relations, but it also

2 Wallerstein 1989, 129,137, 141 (note 61), 142, 151-152, 184; cf. Bolkhovitinov 1975, 79-80.
3 Owen 1983, 64-65.

4 Bolkhovitinov (1975, 357): "What are the main lessons to be learned for Russian-
American relations?”; see J. Dane Hartgrove’s foreword to the work in question.
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includes much on commercial diplomacy and correspondence between trading
houses, which has been of use in this study.>

American merchants and trading houses were the central actors in U.S.
trade with Russia. Thus, the history of this commerce must be researched from
the perspective of American entrepreneurship. The written material about the
activities of these entrepreneurs in connection with trade in the Baltic is most
abundant for the beginning of trade with St Petersburg and events during the
Napoleonic Wars. The latter period offers excellent, yet fragmentary, material
for dramatic and eventful narratives, Alfred W. Crosby produced an interesting
and persuasive account of this period in 1965 in his work America, Russia, Hemp
and Napoleon: American Trade with Russia and the Baltic, 1783-1812. The study
includes excellent specific studies of the gains and losses, and privateers and
smugglers in American trade, but it discusses commercial diplomacy between
the United States and Russia and its central problem, the principle of “free ships
— free goods”, on quite a general level.

1.2 The aims of the study

The principal purpose of this study is to discuss the development of commerce,
mercantile shipping and politico-commercial relations between the United
States and Russia from the Treaty of Paris in 1783 to the year 1860. These
problems are approached on four different levels: 1) commercial diplomacy
between the countries, 2) the entrepreneurs involved in commerce and their
activities, 3) mercantile shipping between the countries and 4) volume of trade.

During the period under consideration the foreign policy of the United
States was quite tightly harnessed to the advancement of commerce and
shipping. The equation of commerce and foreign policy shows perhaps most
clearly in the principle of free ships — free goods, which Britain, the most
prominent trading partner of the United States and also the power which
dominated the seas, did not easily accept in the form the Americans proposed.
American diplomacy sought support for its objectives from St Petersburg.
During Napoleon’s Continental System the Baltic Sea was for a while at the core
of the entire American neutrality policy. Successive orders and declarations by
countries at war, which sometimes cancelled one another out, had a deep
influence on trade with Russia. This study aims at answering the question of
how the neutrality of trade was sustained or struggled for during the
Revolutionary Wars, the Napoleonic Wars and the Crimean War. A special role
was attributed to Russia in American policy. What was this, and how far did
the Americans succeed in their objectives?°

5 For the work “fifty American and ten Soviet repositories were searched ... in areas
from California to the Black Sea”; Bradford 1987, 283-284.

6 Privateering in the first years of the 19th century on the Baltic Sea, which had a
strong influence on Russian trade, is left outside the scope of this study. John N.
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Commerce between two countries is naturally influenced by both
international and national trade policy and sometimes, special cases arise
where, sanctions or privileges apply to one particular trading partner. In a late
mercantilist spirit, problems of commercial policy appeared to the Americans —
and also to the Russians — mainly as questions concerning customs duties and
their effects. The same applied also to mercantile shipping: to what extent
should it be reserved to the country’s own vessels with the help of, for instance,
tonnage duties? These questions were answered in partly divergent but also to
some degree similar ways in St Petersburg and Washington.

The point of view in this study is “American” — not because the American
sources are more abundant or informative than the Russian, but because the
activity discussed in this study originated mainly on the west coast of the
Atlantic. Most of the entrepreneurs involved in trade operated from New
England, and the tonnage of mercantile shipping between the countries also
came from the North-East states of the United States. The purpose of the study
is to shed light on entrepreneurship in American-Russian trade: the practices,
the merchandize and those engaged in trade.

Not only the Atlantic, but also the Baltic Sea lay between the centres of
commerce and thus merchant shipping played a central role in the system. The
study attempts to give answers to questions of how and with what kind of
vessels such trade centres as Havana, Boston and St Petersburg, located
thousands of miles apart, were connected. The scale of trade between the
United States and Russia was naturally influenced by fluctuation in supply and
demand, which in turn were connected to the economic development of both
countries. On this subject more attention is paid here to long term changes
rather than short-term cyclical movements. The sugar triangle via Cuba also
had a crucial influence on American-Russian commerce, which meant that
American mercantile shipping to St Petersburg carried mostly the products of
so-called third countries. This also had a crucial influence on U.S. imports from
Russia, but did not directly effect U.S. exports. In any case, the triangular trade
made the exchange of goods and merchant shipping between the countries a
rather complicated matter.

Because of the sugar triangle it is difficult to obtain data on the American
carrying trade, since both the American and Russian “official” statistics are
almost useless as a source for assessing its volume and estimating its
commercial importance. In practice, however, all American merchant shipping
on the Baltic Sea and trade between the United States and Russia was carried
through the Sound, and goods and their carriers were caught on record in
Elsinore, where almost all traffic passing the Sound was registered for the
purpose of collecting the Sound dues. Thus, a comparison of American and
Russian trade statistics with the Sound Toll Accounts (STA) becomes a basic

Tennessen (1955) and above-mentioned Alfred J. Crosby (1965) have discussed the
question thoroughly.



23

problem affecting the above-mentioned main concerns of the study.” Do the
records created by officials in Elsinore constitute a relevant source for American
commerce and shipping?

The problem of regional distribution of commerce and merchant shipping
does not really exist as far as Baltic Russia® and even Russia as a whole are
concerned: commerce was almost totally concentrated on St Petersburg. Trade
via Archangel, the Black Sea and Pacific Russia remained very insignificant.
Although New York became the paramount centre of U.S. foreign trade at the
beginning of the 19th century, the major export products to Russia were not
carried via there. As a rule cotton from the Southern ports and sugar from
Havana went directly to Russia, while re-exports went mainly via New England
to St Petersburg. New England was also a centre of shipbuilding, and the
sailing vessels which carried Russian trade were built there and also owned by
merchants of the region. Several structural and institutional changes took place
in U.S. foreign trade in the period discussed. Did these changes occur also in
trade with Russia?

1.3 Source material

Sound Toll Accounts as a source for American trade.

Printed records of the Sound dues collected by Danes in Elsinore are available
from the 1660s to the year 1783 in a form edited by Nina Ellinger Bang and
Knud Korst in 1930-53. The value of this publication as well as the significance
of the toll accounts as a source for commerce and shipping has been discussed
for several decades.” Sound Toll Accounts 1784-95 is available in a form devised
by Hans Christian Johansen, partially printed, partly as microfiches and in its
entirety in code form on magnetic tape. They provide all the same information
as the original toll accounts including all possible combinations of the data
about the vessels and their cargos.1?

The original toll accounts record the date of passage, name of captain and
home port, the port(s) of departure and destination, composition of cargo, and
the amount paid in dues on each article and the vessels entering Elsinore more

7 Several studies use also Sound Toll Register (STR) the English name for the toll
accounts (Da. Oresunds Toldboger); see e.g. Christensen 1938a; Christensen 1941; Rasch
1965; Rabuzzi 1998, 24; Muller, 2004.

8 In this study, Baltic Russia refers to Russian Baltic provinces and the autonomous
Grand Duchy of Finland. Apart from St Petersburg, only Riga in Latvia, Wiborg
(Viipuri) in Finland and Reval (Tallinn) in Estonia had any real significance in
American trade.

9 E.g. Faber 1988, 95 (note 1); Christensen 1941, passim; Christensen 1938a; Christensen
1938b; Heckscher 1942, 170-186.

10 See Johansen 1983a.
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or less in chronological order.! The actual purpose of the lists, i.e,
documentation of the collection of duties, shows very clearly in the fact that the
cargos of the vessels are usually very carefully itemized, and the amounts paid
in duty are recorded in the same meticulous way.!?

Sound dues were collected on products mentioned in the general tariff as
specific duties, and as the market prices of the products sometimes fluctuated
significantly, the accounts can be used as a measure of the value of the trade
flow only on a very general level. The toll accounts show only one phenomenon
indisputably: how many vessels passed the Sound in a given period and the
quantities of which products they carried. What was in question was traffic in
transit and the payments levied on it, and it is obvious that far-reaching
conclusions cannot be drawn on their basis about the total trade between areas
east and west of the Sound, and even less can calculations be made as to the
trade balance or balance of payments of the Baltic Sea region with, for example,
western European countries. On the other hand, it has also been claimed that
the traffic in the Sound is an effective barometer for economic transactions in
Northern European East-West trade in the early modern period.!® Yet it must
also always keep in mind that the Sound was not the only passage for trade
between the Baltic Sea and the North Sea. Particularly in the times of crisis
many products were carried to the Baltic via Hamburg, through the straits of
the Belts or via Schleswig-Holstein, in other words through the channel of the
Eider.14 These alternative routes did not play a significant part in trade between
the United States and Russia.

The Sound Toll Accounts, which are retained in the Danish Record Office
(Da. Rigsarkivet), have been examined for the years 1783-1806 and 1815-50 for
this study.!> The vessels passing the Sound are divided into six, later seven,

1 The names, description and tonnage of vessels are not usually recorded. Some
exceptions to the practice occur mainly from the 1840s on. By contrast, the agent who
took care of clearing the ship’s documents at the customs house is almost always
recorded.

12 In practice, the duty was collected as follows: the captain or supercargo of vessels
anchored off Elsinore contacted an agent, who straight away lodged his papers with
the toll authorities. The duty of cargo was set according to bills of lading and
invoices. The vessels were very rarely inspected, unless especially an American
ship’s documents were incomplete. In such cases — and also when the documents
were suspected to be false or forged — the customs officers directed the vessel to
Copenhagen for further clarification; see Rasch 1965, 32.

13 See Heckscher 1942, 172-177; Christensen 1941, 54-55; Harder-Gersdorff 1988, 237.

1 The channel of the Eider, which was built in 1777-84, connected Tenning at the
mouth of the Eider on the North Sea with Holtenau, which was close to Kiel. Vessels
of 150-180 tons (Da. 60-70 kommerceleester) could pass the channel. In 1791-95 an
average of somewhat more than 1700 vessels a year used it. See Attman 1986a, 97;
Johansen 1983a, 7, 9; Johansen 1983b, 170; Rasch 1965, 36; Wheaton to the Secretary of
State, 20 April 1830, NA M-41/3/18.

15 Also material on Hans Christian Johansen’s magnetic tapes for 1784-1795 has been
used in this study. Professor Johansen kindly supplied material that contains
information about all vessels that passed the Sound, the homeport, port of departure
or port of destination in North America. The customs book for 1807 is incomplete
(according to DRA it has been missing since 1961), and the vessel-specific data is
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groups in the custom books according to the vessel’s (captain’s) home country.
Thus, for example English and Swedish vessels each form a group of their own
in the account volumes, but the countries from which fewer vessels visited the
Baltic Sea were lumped together into “miscellaneous groups”. The distinction
between the vessels of “privileged” and “non-privileged” countries was vital to
the Americans. The latter formed a group of their own, and vessels belonging to
it had to pay somewhat higher duties on some products than did the others. At
the end of the 18th century the countries of origin were divided into six groups;
the United States belonged to the same group as the other “non-privileged
countries”, such as Prussia, Portugal, Lubeck, Danzig, Emden and Bremen. For
instance in 1786-89 this group on average included 1700 vessels. At the same
time an average of 9700 vessels sailed through the Sound.

In 1815-18 the “American group” included an average of 1750 vessels per
year. The number of British vessels was 2800, and the total that passed the
Sound numbered 10,900.16 A trade agreement between Denmark and the
United States was concluded in 1826, and by this the American vessels were
promoted to the group of “privileged nations”. American vessels were listed
together with Prussian and Dutch, and in the 1830s first Belgian and later
Austrian and Bremen vessels were included in this group. In 1841-43 the size of
the group was 3800 vessels on average while the total number of vessels
passing the Sound had risen to 14,600. The vessels were divided into groups
according to nationality until 1850 and in some years each group was divided
into two: those sailing westward and those sailing eastward.l” Until the year
1850 vessels of all groups were recorded in the custom books with a consecutive
number roughly in the same order as they arrived off the Elsinore coast. In that
year the old practice was abandoned: vessels were not specified according to
nationality; instead, vessels sailing east and west were recorded in the order of
their arrival in two large registers, which recorded altogether almost 20,000
vessels.!8

missing for 1808-1812. Due to the war between the United States and Britain, vessels
admitting American origin did not visit the Baltic Sea in 1813-14.

16 Total number of vessels passing the Sound can be seen in Appendix, table 22.

17 The Americans that sailed east through the Sound belonged to the volume/band 3B-
2 and those that sailed west to the volume 7B-2. All vessels sailing in ballast were
included in volume 10B-2.

18 In 1850 19,100 vessels (2.4 million tons) passed through customs. — For the sake of
brevity, individual American vessels are referred to without recording the serial
numbers of the volume in question. Only the year and the running number in the
volume(s) in which the American vessels are recorded are mentioned, for example:
STA 1794 (384). When the reference discusses for example a vessel that passed
Elsinore four times in the same year, the consecutive numbers are marked as follows:
STA 1794 (384/631/1054/1291). When different vessels are referred to, the
consecutive numbers are separated with a comma: STA 1794 (363, 384). As the
consuls’” shipping lists are compiled under the name of the vessel other information
recorded by the consuls, such as the description of the vessel, its name and tonnage,
are recorded in references when necessary to ease the recognition of a vessel. STA
does not usually record them, for example: STA 1801 (2479/2783), the ship Fox from
Charleston (279 tons). Sometimes also the captain, and in some cases also the owners
of the vessels the consuls have reported, are mentioned. — Consular Reports or
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STA can be considered a generally reliable register at least in that all mercantile
vessels passing the Sound are recorded in it, except at times of war. However,
some American vessels sailing to the Baltic Sea never, according to STA,
returned. Similarly, there are vessels that sailed west through the Sound that
had never entered the Baltic according to STA. There are several possible
reasons: sailing through the Great Belt and the Little Belt, which was unusual as
such, or else the sale or wrecking of the vessel.l? Vessels that arrived in St
Petersburg late in the autumn sometimes returned to Elsinore only during the
next spring. To all appearances the greatest differences in the records between
the numbers of vessels sailing to the Baltic Sea and those arriving there are the
result of several American vessels being recorded as British, particularly at the
beginning of the period. One reason for the practice may have been the
similarity between British and American place names or the slight advantage
the Americans gained before 1826 when they posed as British.20 For some
reason the Americans sailing in ballast ended up particularly commonly as part
of the British group. It can be concluded from the consuls’ shipping lists that
this no longer happened after the 1830s.

Several problems arise from the use of STA. In this study they are
discussed in greater detail in the chapters dealing with shipping, exports and
imports. Generally speaking, uncertainties are created by the fact that it cannot
be concluded on the basis of the customs accounts whether vessels sailing to the
Baltic and North Sea did, in fact, sail to the ports of destination the captains
reported in Elsinore. The question was quite essential to American trade
particularly at the turn of the centuries, when exports to the Baltic Sea were
concentrated almost totally on Copenhagen according to STA. As imports from
the Baltic were, above all, imports from St Petersburg on the same vessels, one
is often left with the question of what proportion of the exports aimed at
Denmark really stayed there, and how much ended up in Russian ports. The
problem is less significant with regard to imports, as the vessels sailed almost

Consular Returns (CR) are referred to only with the abbreviation CR and the year,
and the marking of the series of microfilm of the National Archives (NA) in question,
for example: CR 1801, NA T-201/2.

19 For example Captain ].B. Brusch took A. & C. Cunningham’s brig Caribbea registered
in Boston, from Boston to Pillau via Copenhagen in mid-June 1836. A month later the
vessel was again in the Sound on its way to Boston. The brig arrived at Elsinore for
the third time on 21 October and the captain reported sailing to Konigsberg via
Copenhagen. Neither the consul in Elsinore nor the list of American vessels in STA
record the return of the vessel westward at the end of 1836 or the next year. In 1841
Captain W. Curtis took the bark Hudson from Boston to St Petersburg with a cargo of
over a million pounds of sugar. However, the vessel did not arrive at St Petersburg,
and STA does not record her return from the Baltic.

1"

20 Sometimes, but not always, the American ports were distinguished by the note “i
Amerika”, e.g. Bristol i America; STA 1816 (386). In this study information about
vessels, including their ports of departure and arrival, is recorded according to STA if
not mentioned separately; only some clear slips of the pen have been corrected. For
instance in 1802 Brown & Ives’s (of Providence) brig Eliza was claimed to go from St
Petersburg to Antwerp when she sailed eastward; STA 1802 (2184); CR 1802, NA T-
201/1.
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without exception directly from St Petersburg unless occasionally with Russian
products loaded in Copenhagen.

Usually STA recorded only one port of departure for vessels sailing east
through the Sound, and this was not necessarily the port where the original
cargo was loaded but the port the vessel had last visited.?! Thus, the problem
with the itemization of products carried to the Baltic Sea is that vessels sailing
with a wide variety of products had sometimes taken on their cargo at several
different places and in different countries. However, ordinarily a part of the
cargo carried from North America was unloaded at a west-European port, for
instance at Le Havre, and then Le Havre was recorded as the loading port for
the rest of the cargo carried to the Baltic Sea.??> The same phenomenon also
appears with vessels that passed the Sound westbound: for example when a
vessel crossed from St Petersburg to Stockholm to take on iron, the cargo loaded
in Kronstadt was sometimes recorded as Swedish in Elsinore because of the last
port of departure. However, the consignments in question were quite small.
Moreover products that the tariff list of Elsinore did not recognize were left
without detailed records; they were included under “miscellaneous goods” or
“sundries” (Da. kreemmeri / kebmandsskaper). It is problematic for this study
that “machines and devices” were also registered under that category.
Occasionally, though rarely, only the value of the entire cargo in rixdollars (Da.
rigsdaler) was recorded and the duty payable on it.?

In addition to actual customs books, also a kind of summary table of
goods passing the Sound was drawn up in the Elsinore customs house from the
1770s on. These Sound Tables (ST)?** are employed systematically in this study
for the years 1815-17, 1824-29 and 1831-56. The products carried from the Baltic
and North Sea are listed in alphabetical order for the period before 1831, and
ports of departure and ports of destination are recorded for each product. Thus,

21 The ship Coliseum of Boston had, according to STA, departed from Boston for St
Petersburg in summer 1837, but according to the consuls in Elsinore and St
Petersburg, the ship had visited both Cuba and Antwerp. Even the scales of
measurement (kilograms or pounds) of the produce carried by the vessel sailing
short-loaded (madder, pepper, sugar) do not indisputably reveal the loading port;
STA 1837 (2822); CR 1837, NA M-81/3, and T-201/1.

22 Analysis of American traffic with respect to Copenhagen is, to some degree,
complicated by the fact that traffic between different parts of the monarchy and the
carriage of Danish products was duty-free. Thus, for example records of traffic
between St Croix and Denmark and export of Norwegian iron at the end of the 18th
century are insufficient; see Johansen 1983a, 8.

2 E.g. in the summer of 1844 the ship Lucas of New York (Capt. James Miller) carried
“150 packages tools” and an unspecified number of “locomotive engines”. They were
material sent from Philadelphia by Eastwick & Harrison and from Baltimore by Ross
Winans for Russian railway enterprises. The consul in Elsinore recorded their value
as $14,200 and STA 13,111 rixdollars; STA 1844 (254); Gibson to Calhoun, 1/13 August
1844, NA M-81/4; CR 1844, NA T-201/2. Also in 1838 the bark Venice of Boston
carried 433 cases of machinery (valued at 47,800 rixdollars) to St Petersburg; STA
1838 (2517).

24 DRA, OTA, Vareregistre fra Nord- og Jstersoen 1773-1803, 1805-1817, 1824-29; Lister
over Varer som ere forte igjen- Oresundet fra Nordsgen og fra Jstersgen, 1831-56.
For the sake of brevity the names of the series of records are omitted in the text and
footnotes; see Abbreviations.
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these Sound Tables report, for example, how much iron and hemp was carried
west from St Petersburg and Stockholm through the Sound, and similarly what
quantities of those products were carried to Boston, New York or London. In
other words, ST does not report the amounts carried from St Petersburg to
Boston. ST records for instance how much sugar from Havana or rice from
Charleston was carried east of the Sound, and the total quantities these
products carried to St Petersburg and Copenhagen. The tables are not
interrelated; they do not show how much rice from Charleston or sugar from
Cuba was carried to St Petersburg or Copenhagen. The tables before 1831 are
referred to here by the abbreviation ST L.

From the year 1831 onwards the structure of the Sound Tables changed so
as to be interrelated according to countries: they report how much, for instance,
iron was transported from Russia or Sweden to the United States and,
conversely, how much rice was carried from the United States to Denmark or
Russia. The Sound Tables for the years 1831-56 do not record individual ports
of departure or ports of destination. This study refers to this series using the
abbreviation ST II. These tables are, at least with respect to American trade, a
somewhat problematic source, as the names given to products are sometimes
different from those in STA. An even odder situation is created by the fact that,
for some reason, smaller amounts of, for instance, hemp are recorded as being
carried from Russia to the United States than can be calculated from the vessel-
specific catalogues of STA or the consuls’ shipping lists. However, ST I agrees
in the case of lumber, for instance, with Bang’s and Korst’s catalogues and
Johansen’s material. A study by Jorma Ahvenainen of Finnish lumber exports
shows this rather well,?> and Sven-Erik Astrom claims that ST is a “relatively
reliable and very informative source” .26

Other archival material

Consular Reports or Consular Returns (CR) are a basic source for trade between
the United States and the Baltic ports, particularly as far as navigation is
concerned. According to regulations laid down in 1790 and specified in 1801
and 1803, consuls were expected to provide detailed accounts of trade at their
posting. Although consuls were subordinate to ministers, their duty was also to
report independently to the Secretary of State and send biannual reports by the
end of June and December including all American vessels that visited their
territory. The reports were expected to indicate the name of the captain and his
place of residence, the name of the vessel, her description and burden, the
number of sailors, ports of departure and destination, intermediary ports of
call, quantity and value of outward and homeward cargo and, finally, the
owners of the vessel and the cargoes. However, not a single report fulfilling all
these demands was sent from the Baltic ports, except for Stockholm, in the
period discussed. The consuls did not possess the means to gather all this

25 Ahvenainen 1982, 139.
26 Astrom 1988, 112.
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information if the merchants did not report them themselves. An obvious
reason for this was that most of the consuls were themselves merchants and
thus possible competitors of American captain visiting the ports.?” At the
beginning of the 19th century the reports were still very incomplete, but they
had become more comprehensive by around the middle of the century,
especially with respect to St Petersburg.

The most valuable contribution of the consular reports is shipping lists,
which give specific information for each vessel. The information about the
burden of vessels, the number of crew and the contents and amounts of their
cargoes are often very precise. By contrast, the rouble or dollar values and
information about the owners of the vessels or cargoes are very indefinite. The
most common practice was to report the main owner(s) and to cover the rest
with “etc.” The records also do not reveal whether the merchants mentioned in
the lists were also owners of the cargoes or whether they were sent to them for
sale on commission. Often cargoes carried from St Petersburg to non-American
ports were recorded as “cargo on freight”.

The consuls in Elsinore and St Petersburg had the best point of vantage
from which to observe American traffic on the Baltic Sea. Their returns are used
in this study in conjunction with STA as complementary and comparative
materials. Reports of the consul in St Petersburg are available as a continuous
series from 1835, and the returns of the consul in Elsinore/Copenhagen from
1834. The earlier reports from Elsinore include exceptional information about
the owners of the vessels in the beginning of the 1790s and in the first years of
the 19th century. The reports from Copenhagen include similar data from
around the year 1830.28

Trade between the United States and Russia was almost totally carried by
American vessels. This state of affairs also shows up in the terminology used by
the consuls. From the point of view of St Petersburg, “export to the United
States” was synonymous with the expression “export on American vessels”.?
Only in the 1850s, with the growth in non-American tonnage, was a distinction
made between these two.

Both the American and the English consuls, and sometimes also their
ministers, attached to their reports sent from St Petersburg summaries, printed
in English, German and French, on trade at their posting. Many of these
summaries are also attached to letters sent to their American and English
trading partners by firms in St Petersburg. They are based on information
provided by the St Petersburg customs house, which was suitably edited. These
summaries were of two types: lists recording exports, imports and shipping
traffic to St Petersburg, and lists concentrating on the vessels of particular
countries, drawn up principally by English, German or American consuls or

27 Levett Harris to Madison, 1/13 September 1804, NA M-81/1; Abraham Gibson to
Adams, 12/24 January 1822, NA M-81/2; John Randolph Clay to Livingston, 12 May
1832, doc. C, NA M-35/12/24.

28 Consular reports from Copenhagen also contain Le Pelley & Marcussen’s printed
lists of American vessels passing through the Sound from 1834-38.

29 E.g. Abraham Gibson to Adams, 14/26 March 1824, NA M-81/2.
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trading houses.30 These lists are reprinted in the much-used works of Timothy
Pitkin and J. Jepson Oddy, a member of the Russia Company. Both works
equate export from St Petersburg on American vessels with the U.S.
importation from Russia.3!

In this study the above-mentioned printed lists are considered comparable
to consular reports, and they are used for the years where the consular returns
are missing or are for some reason unusable. Printed summaries exist only for
some years at the beginning of the period. For the mid-1830s onwards both the
printed lists and the shipping lists the consuls themselves drew up are used in
this study. In principle the information provided by these sources should be
convergent. Nevertheless, it is not in fact so. The summaries the consuls have
drawn up with respect to different types of cargo do not tally with the other
lists, nor even with sums calculated on the basis of the data about vessels the
consuls themselves drew up. The vessel-specific records sometimes lack
products that were considered of lesser importance, although usually the
reports are fairly precise. Together with STA and ST II, the consuls” vessel-
specific lists constitute the basis for the statistics in this study.

Information about cargoes as it appears in STA and in consular returns is
not uniform, though great or systematic differences are scarce. The consuls
often reported the data in the weights and measures used at their posting, but
sometimes converted them rather erratically into American ones, for example
converting Russian measurements of capacity into pounds.3? Some differences
are also caused by the equation of gross and net weight. However, even when
different kinds of possible error-causing factors are taken into account it is
difficult to explain, for instance, the illogical variations in coffee amounts.3® By
contrast, when there appears a difference of 10 percent in the quantities of sugar
or rice recorded this can probably be explained in terms of gross instead of net
weight being given. The difference was sometimes above 20 percent with
indigo.34 It is not unusual for the amount of, for instance, cotton wool carried on
a given vessel to be different in all three lists, i.e. the consular reports of
Elsinore and St Petersburg and STA. The differences are not crucial.3> The

30 For instance in 1854 the accounts of trade appended to the reports of the U.S. consul
in St Petersburg (NA M-81/5) were as follows: "Account of Goods exported in
American Ships from St. Petersburg in 1853" (by Row & Wilkins), "General list of
principal goods imported to St. Petersburg during the Navigation of the last four years
1850-53" (by H. Conradi), "Account of Goods exported from St. Petersburg anno 1853"
(by John Booker & Son), "Verzeichniss aller von Sanct-Petersburg im Jahre 1853
ausgefurten waaren" (by Friedrich Winberg & Co.), and "Ubersicht der Schiffart von
Cronstadt im Jahre 1853" ( by Friedrich Winberg & Co.); see Cuenca Esteban 1984, 49ff.;

North 1960, 590ff.
31 See Appendix, list 1.
32 On weight and measures used in the study, see Appendix, list 2.
33 For example in 1832 the cargo of coffee taken on in Havana by Boston merchant John

Brown’s ship Coliseum was registered in Elsinore at 316,400 lbs; yet as much as
404,300 Ibs was unloaded in Copenhagen; STA 1832 (723); CR 1832, NA T-195/3.

3 E.g. the ship Panthea of New York and the ship Manchester of Bath; STA 1844 (857),
and STA 1845 (180); CR 1844-45, NA M-81/4.

35 E.g. ship Plato of New York; STA 1841 (1178); CR 1841, NA 201/2, and M-81/4.
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consular returns are essentially more precise than STA with respect to vessels
sailed in ballast or short-loaded.3¢

The information in STA and in the consular reports as to ports of loading
and destination differs slightly. Usually neither of the sources specifies at which
port each cargo item is loaded on, for instance, what kind of cargo the vessel
had on board on leaving Boston for Russia via Cuba.3” The recorded ports of
destination of vessels sailing from St Petersburg to the United States are
distinctly more consistent in the consular reports and STA than the departure
ports of voyages from the west to St Petersburg. The greatest differences occur
with vessels in ballast whether sailing east or west. The consuls recorded the
ports of destination in markedly greater detail than STA.3 The differences had
only a minor influence on the figures for the actual turnover of goods. It is
natural that the consuls were more “right” than STA about the destination of
vessels sailing to the Baltic, since the former recorded in their biannual returns a
voyage which had already taken place whereas STA recorded only the declared
intention.3® Because raw sugar was carried as freight from Cuba, the reports of
consuls in Havana are also an important source for American shipping.
Unfortunately, the reports record only some of the vessels that departed from
Havana for St Petersburg, either when they supplemented their cargo in
Matanzas or when they sailed via North American ports. Sometimes the
European destination was kept secret, while sometimes it was simply not
known until instructions were received in, say, Cowes.

The United States had a consulate in St Petersburg from 1803 on and a
legation from 1809. Despatches from ministers are central sources for
commercial policy and questions about neutrality, but they cast little light on
commerce and shipping. The ministers were content with general comments,
and may have offered them only when “there was nothing else to report” as
Minister William Wilkins wrote in 1835.40

36 E.g. bark Wallace, brig Hardy, and ship Cherokee, all of Boston; STA 1841 (1204, 2154,
2578), CR 1841, NA T-201/1, and M-81/4.

37 For instance, for 1841 the brig Athens and the ship Virginia, both of Newburyport, are
exceptions. Both of them sailed to St Petersburg via Cuba. The former had taken on
logwood as ballast at her home port and the latter had done so in Boston; STA 1841
(1181, 2189); CR 1841, NA T-201/1, and M-81/4.

8 For example, in 1841 the destination port of the bark Lucretia of Portland was,
according to STA, the “North Sea” when she left the Baltic, but the consuls of both St
Petersburg and Elsinore recorded the vessel as sailing in ballast to Gothenburg; STA
1841 (2204); CR 1841, NA M-81/4, and T-201/2.

» E.g. Captain Thomas Oakes of Boston brought iron from Copenhagen although STA
records the captain sailing to St Petersburg. Oakes only spent from 19 August to 7
September (1801) in the Baltic with the ship Pocahontas (240 tons) owned by J.
Holland, and even if the vessel sailed eastward in ballast (according to STA, she had
departed from Hamburg; according to the consul in Elsinore, from Gothenburg), she
could not have managed to fetch a cargo of iron from Russia in the given time. When
the Pocahontas returned to Elsinore, STA and the consul both recorded Copenhagen
as her port of departure. The port of destination, though, was again recorded
differently: the consul put down Boston, but STA only “North America”; STA 1801
(1781/2051); CR 1801, NA T-201/1.

40 Wilkins to Forsyth, 1 September 1835, NA M-35/13/10.
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Most of the archival material used in this study consists of correspondence
between merchants and trading houses in St Petersburg and America, and
correspondence between American shipowner-merchants and their captains.
They are the most central materials when mercantile shipping is studied from
the point of view of entrepreneurship. They cast light on the profitability of
trade to some extent, but even more on problems of decision-making, financing
arrangements and acquiring information. Generally speaking, a great deal of
material from American merchants and trading houses about trade with Russia
has been preserved. The material used in this study is mainly from the Baker
Library of Harvard University Business School, and the collections of the
Peabody Museum and the Essex Institute in Salem.

Printed statistics

The weaknesses of the so-called official statistics for different countries’ foreign
trade have been remarked upon and discussed in innumerable contexts. This
problem applies equally to the statistics of the United States and Russia. The
problems with using the statistics of either country start with that absolute
figures are often incorrect, or even more often carelessly compiled. It is quite
impossible to “combine” the trade statistics of Russia and the United States.
However, they are not unusable for research purposes.4!

U.S. foreign trade statistics were compiled from the records kept by the
customs. Although the American statistics are probably the most reliable
national records of this kind by comparison with any others, shortcomings do
occur. The import figures are probably more reliable than the export figures, if
only because export levies did not exist and it was therefore not necessary to
register exports in great detail. However, it cannot be known whether the
figures are too high or too low. Re-export adds to the problems of export
statistics. It is difficult to ascertain whether re-exports were subject to U.S.
customs procedures. It is also difficult to deal with the problem of how often
the captains gave false information about their port of destination on departing
from North America for the sake of concealment or otherwise trying to mislead.
One additional problem is that the invisible items which affect the balance of
payments must be estimated, because how they were priced often depends
upon “merely informed guesses” .42

The export prices of the U.S. official statistics were, at least usually, official
assessments of market prices made by customs officers, and most often based
on written statements submitted under oath by the captains. There was no
reason for deception, but there is good reason to assume that the captains were
not always aware of the exact values of the cargoes they carried. The value of

41 See Kirchner 1975, 3, 56. On problems with 19th century British trade statistics, see
Davis 1979, 10-11.

42 See North 1960, 575; Kirchner 1975, 43-45; Taylor 1951, 198.
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imports was defined in the same way, but customs officials were much more
alert in estimating them than exports.*3

Before 1812 the items on which ad valorem duty was payable are lumped
together without specifying what exactly they were, and only the quantities of
specific dutiable goods were recorded. Many products going to Russia
belonged to the latter group. According to a tariff law of 1816 the value of
imports was to be declared “on the net costs” at the port of departure. In other
words, it did not include commission and charges. Only the import value of
products subject to ad valorem duty (e.g. linen) was recorded. The value of
products was not recorded if duty by weight was in question. No records were
made on duty-free articles. As a consequence of a law of 1820, comprehensive
foreign statistics were gathered for the first time and the total value of all
imports was ascertained regardless of their duty status. From 1821 on the value
of exports and imports was calculated according to prices at American ports.
The figures for both imports and exports became more precise, although at least
import values still appeared lower than they should have done.#

The U.S. statistics which are called “official” present different export and
import figures. The series The Annual Reports of the Treasury in the Executive
Documents on the Commerce and Navigation from 1821 on is used in this study.
Several American trade publications used in this study also used this source, for
example Hunt’s Merchants’ Magazine and Commercial Review (published from
1839) and Nile’s Weekly Register, which was founded in 1811, and had a wide
circulation.#> The Commerce and Navigation series also provides information
about navigation, for instance, specifying the figures for the exports and
imports of each country carried on American and foreign tonnage.

The Russian foreign trade statistics are often judged one the poorest of
their kind. In 1834 Secretary of Legation John Randolph Clay rejected the
official statistics as being more or less fabricated and therefore thoroughly
unreliable.46 The massive bureaucracy of the tsar produced a mountain of

43 Cuenca Esteban 1984, 49; Isserlis 1938, 64-84; North 1960, 590. Undervaluation was
usual throughout the period. It was a common practice to draw up two invoices, one
for customs and the other with “true value”.

44 Before 1821 the import figures for “official statistics” are usually taken from Pitkin’s
work (1816) and hand-written records of the Treasury Department. Pitkin uses the
calendar year and the Ministry the fiscal year. The value of imports is considered
lower than c.i.f. -prices at the port of entry, but higher than f.o.b. -values. Duty-free
imports are added to the statistics by estimation; Cuenca Esteban 1984, 49; Isserlis
1938, 64-84; North 1960, 590. Calculations of import and export values before 1821
were made in 1835 by the Treasury Department. They were regarded as “official”
tigures; see Taylor 1951, 199; North 1966, 24-25; Pitkin 1835, 163-164.

5 Miscellaneous Documents of the House of Representatives, compiled in 1892-93,
provides somewhat divergent information from the series Commerce and
Navigation. They differ by about five percent; Kirchner 1975, 45. Nile’s Weekly
Register was in the 1820s and the 1830s the semi-official protectionist publication;
Bairoch 1989, 140, note 200. Taylor (1968, 3) calls the founder of the publication,
Hezekiah Nile, an “indefatigable worker in the protectionist vineyard”. Several
American Ministers to St Petersburg used the publication. For example John
Randolph took with him 35 bound volumes; Oeste 1966, 58.

4% (Clay to Louis McLane, 16/28 February 1834, NA M-35/12/19.
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statistics, but above all they were intended to serve financial objectives of the
state.#” Russian statistical material is used in this study in the form edited by
Walter Kirchner in 1975. Possibly the most fundamental weakness of the
Russian statistics with respect to the United States is that it is by no means
always clear to what “America” refers. Before the mid-1840s “America” is in
most cases an undefined entity, which consists of the United States, the West
Indian islands and Central and South America.*?

Imports from the United States in Russian statistics and exports to Russia
in American statistics should in principle correspond. Likewise Russian export
figures should match American import figures. However, even the value of
goods was calculated in a different way in Russia and in the United States.*
Also the fact that for statistical purposes the American year was until 1843 from
1 October to 30 September, and thereafter from July 1 to June 30, makes
drawing an annual comparison of American and Russian statistics more
difficult. The practice meant that a large proportion of imports from Russia in a
given calendar year appeared in American statistics as imports of the next fiscal
year, since a great number of vessels leaving St Petersburg arrived in the United
States only late in the autumn.> The great problem with both the Russian and
American statistics for the purposes of this study is that they register neither
indirect trade nor transactions that could go through customs without payment.
For example, government purchases were duty-free, and so purchases of
American railway equipment and the government’s acquisition of vessels do
not feature in the statistics.5!

Naturally illegitimate trade is the error factor most difficult to approach.
However, to all appearances it did not play a central role in American trade
with European Russia. Smuggling in one way or another was more the rule
than the exception in Russian foreign trade and in trade that passed through the
ports it mainly involved bribing customs officials, who considered themselves
underpaid. However, the Americans were not involved in large-scale
smuggling, and perhaps just 5-10 percent of their trade travelled by illegitimate
channels. The many American complaints about the bribes the Russians

47 Ludvig de Tegoborski, who is among the most respected experts on Russian

economics in the 19th century, considered the foreign trade statistics “an
approximation of truth”; quoted in Kirchner 1975, 43; see Kahan 1989, 212-213.

48 Russian foreign trade statistics were compiled annually on the basis of
Gosudarstvennaia Vneshniaia Torgovlia, and derived from merchants’ reports;
Kirchner 1975, 45, 56.

49 According to Kirchner (1975, 60, 67-69), the exports were calculated in American
statistics at American departure port prices, and imports according to the value of
the product at the foreign port. The Russians “handled it in the opposite way”; see
Pitkin 1835, 164.

50 The differences between the orthodox calendar and the western calendar are not
problematic. In the references of this study both datings are used when they also
appear in the document. The same applies to printed documents to which the other
style of dating is later added.

51 See Kirchner 1975, 60, 67-69; Saul 1991, 139-141, 156-159.
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demanded mainly referred to additional payments that speeded up the
formalities at ports, where many kinds of paperwork were required.>?

Indirect trade that went through so-called third countries is impossible to
calculate on the basis of Russian statistics. The triangular trade that was created
around Cuban sugar is the best example. A great deal of Havana sugar ended
up in Russia via the United States, and conversely, some of the exports to the
United States from Russia were carried on to the West Indies and used there to
finance purchases of coffee and sugar. To take another instance, most of the
American cotton wool required by the Russians travelled to St Petersburg via
British ports and thus figured as an English product. In the same way Russian
iron bought by London or Liverpool trading houses and carried to the United
States was recorded as British product in the American statistics.

52 Almost 40 percent of Russia’s foreign trade has been estimated to have been illicit,
beyond the reach of the customs and the statistics. The Americans were newcomers
in Russia and they may have not been as well aware of the finer points of illicit
dealing as, for example, the English; see Kirchner 1975, 73-75.



2 DISTANT TRADING PARTNERS

2.1 The protectionist United States of America: an exporter of raw
materials and importer of manufactures

The economy of the North American colonies and the trade that played a
central role in it had been bound to the British mercantilist system, which had
disintegrated at the latest by the summer of 1776 as a result of the decisions of
the Continental Congress. The United States of America, which had become
independent, looked towards the seas, and not only to the West Indies and the
North Atlantic, but also to such areas as the East Indies, the Mediterranean and
the Baltic Sea which had inevitably been of less interest during colonial times.
The crucial point was that the former privileged position under the protection
of the mother country had been lost and, together with it, the British West
Indian markets too. Independence inspired a commercial rush to new areas,
but it lacked real importance: an expansion of commercial frontiers could not
spread very far since the United States was at the end of the 18th century — and
even later — only an exporter of raw and semi-finished products.!

Interpretations differ as to economic and commercial developments after
the Treaty of Paris, but the years after the peace are usually regarded as critical.
For instance, the export rate per capita was presumably still much lower in 1790
than twenty years earlier. The South in particular, whose trade no longer
enjoyed a guaranteed market, suffered from the new situation. If a decline in
prices is considered characteristic of depression, for the ports on the East Coast
the 1780s was just such a period.? Overall during the decade and a half after
Independence it became clear how poorly American commerce had been
prepared for the new situation.

1 Opening up trade with the Far East was widely discussed but in 1809, for instance,
only two percent of U.S. exports went there; e.g. Douglass 1971, 35; Rabuzzi 1998, 177.

2 McCusker & Menard 1985, 373-375; see Nettels 1962, 17, 47-75; Eckes 1995, 9-10;
Wallerstein 1989, 334; Shepherd & Walton 1972, 420; Shepherd 1988, 23ff.; McCoy
1980, 91ff.; Bjork 1964, 541ff.; Engerman & Gallman 1983, 8.
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Contrary to expectations, the products and capital of the former mother
country came to dominate foreign trade during the years after the
Independence. At the end of the 1790s it was clear that Britain remained the
major trading partner of the United States. While American exports were
geographically more widely dispersed than earlier, there was little change as
far as imports were concerned. Around 1790 three-quarters of American
imports came from countries belonging to the British Empire, and half of their
exports went to the same area. The imbalance was caused by a simple
phenomenon: the Americans bought British goods with the earnings from the
sale of American products to continental Europe. There are several reasons
why the trade was Britain-centred: old colonial ties, language, trading
practices, ties of kinship, English capital and financial organisation.3

Douglass S. North is one of those who traditionally stresses the
importance of the export sector for the economic growth of the United States
and for the success of the Northeast in particular. American exports were
unsuccessful in the 1780s. However, the Americans were helped tremendously
by the situation that emerged in the next decade as a result of the European
revolutions. Re-export and the carrying trade, exports and shipping all gained
ground because of external non-economic events.* The basic condition for this
supremely advantageous commercial situation was the political neutrality of
the United States and the principle of “free ships — free goods”. From the mid-
1790s to 1815 American foreign trade and economic development were very
closely connected to the situation of Europe at war. Seafaring and trading
interests dominated the economy of the country. Even neutrality, the
fundamental principle of U.S. foreign policy, was treated flexibly for the benefit
of commerce, for example in the Jay’s Treaty of 1795. It is an accepted fact that
the volume of foreign trade increased manifold but its impact on the American
economy is not totally agreed upon.> At any rate, rising prices and the growth
of production and trade were factors that made the period seem “exceptionally
prosperous” and “years of unparallel prosperity”.6 When Walter B. Smith and
Arthur H. Cole stated, in their classic work Fluctuations in American Business,
“political revolution in France brought about an economic revolution in

3 Britain’s share of U.S. exports in 1790-92 was 31 percent on average while in 1768-72
it had been 58 percent; Shepherd 1988, 25-26; Shepherd & Walton 1972, 406. In 1792
U.S. imports from the British Empire exceeded $15 million while the total figure for
Europe and its colonies did not reach $20 million. On the other hand, Britain received
only 47 percent of American exports to Europe and its colonies; see Nettels 1962, 47,
231; Perkins 1975, 11; Bruchey 1967, 59; Johnson et al. 1915, vol. I, 18-21; Lang 1985, 10.

4 North 1966, Chapter I, Part I.

5 For different interpretations see e.g. Engerman & Gallman 1983. According to North’s
interpretation (e.g. North 1966), in the antebellum period there were three successive
“leading sectors” in the American economy: from 1790-1815 it was re-export, from
1815-43 cotton and from 1843-60 cotton combined with Midwestern grain.

6 Nettels 1962, 130, 232; North 1966, 53; see Smith & Cole 1969, 21; Adams 1980, 713-714,
734; 'Wallerstein 1989, 247, note 325; Goldin & Lewis 1980, 22; Cuenca Esteban 1984,
passim.



38

America,” they were referring above all to the evolution of economic
organizations and the increase in industrial production and real incomes.”

The foreign-trade balance of the United States was clearly negative in
1790-1815 taking into account only import and export rates. However, the
situation changes drastically when income from shipping is taken into account
such as the Americans earned in trade between the West Indies, the Far East,
India and Europe, which was not necessarily connected in any way to the
United States. Freight prices were high, there was a shortage of capacity on the
ocean routes, and the countries at war had to abandon temporarily the
mercantilist regulations that protected their colonies. The value of exports
together with the earnings of the carrying trade almost equalled imports.2 The
period has been called the golden age of American shipping with good reason.
The combined effect of the wars and mercantilist regulations on shipping
showed rapidly: in 1790 only 40 percent of foreign trade was carried by
American vessels, but in 1795 their share was already 90 percent and it stayed at
that level for a long period of time. Simultaneously foreign trade surged in
value from $43.0 million in 1790 to $246.0 million in 1807. The exceptional
situation created by the European wars perhaps showed up best in the growth
of re-export. Between 1790 and 1807, these increased from $0.3 million to $60
million in value.? It is not surprising that the country’s merchant tonnage more
than doubled in the same time, and net earnings from the carrying trade
increased from $5.9 million to $42.1 million.10

The heyday of the American carrying trade and re-exports came to an end
with Jefferson’s Embargo in 1808 and the Anglo-American war of 1812-14.
However, the prosperity of the period before the Embargo laid the foundations
of economic growth, especially in the Northeast. Moreover, the

7 Smith & Cole 1969, 30. — Engerman & Gallman (1983, 12) summarize the research
tradition before the Embargo by stating that “there are few data but many opinions”.

8 In 1803-07 freight earnings were estimated $2 million per year. At the same time, the
average annual negative trade balance of the United States on paper was $20 million.
Net shipping earnings in 1807 came to about $6.50 per member of the population and
shipping contributed close to 10 percent of U.S. national income; Engerman &
Gallman 1983, 8, and note 11.

9 At 1790 prices, exports increased between 1790 and 1807 from $20.2 million to $79.6
million, imports from $23.8 million to $116.0 million and re-exports from $0.3 million
to $47.8 million; Engerman & Gallman 1983, 8.

10 Nettels 1962, 234; North 1966, 25, 41; Pitkin 1815; 167; Crosby 1965, 74-75. — Douglass
(1971, 35) gives the following figures for the same period: between 1790 and 1801
exports increased from $20.2 million to $108.3 million and re-exports from $539,000
to $60.3 million. According to North (1960, 600, 605) the value of exports was $23.8
million and that of imports $31.1 million in the years 1790-94. In 1815-19 the
corresponding figures were $77.1 million and $111.9 million. In 1805-07 imports rose
to $135.6 million on average. Both imports and exports rose before the Embargo to
levels that were reached again only in the mid-1830s. The proportion of re-exports
was at its highest in 1805 (70.7 percent) and in 1808 (70.6 percent). Re-exports
constituted about 60 percent of the exports of Massachusetts (50 percent of New
York, 59 percent of Pennsylvania, 58 percent of Maryland, 5 percent of Virginia and
19 percent of South Carolina); Pitkin 1816, 53-56; Adams 1980, 733. According to NWR
(vol.16, 244), Massachusetts’s share of re-exports was 53 percent in 1818 and that of
New York 28 percent.
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undependability of imports stimulated the country’s domestic industry, at least
for a while. Nevertheless, after the war nothing was as before — although re-
exports revived partially and an active carrying trade continued for a few
decades despite the abrupt decline in shipping rates. Net earnings from the
carrying trade were scarcely half what they were in the years 1806-07. After the
Treaty of Ghent, the Americans faced a Europe that had radically changed from
the continent they had transacted business with for over 20 years. Foreign trade
lost its adventurous characteristics and the privileged position of the Americans
trade was lost. The European trading partners returned to protecting their own
trade and shipping. They did not buy American products in such quantities as
before and this produced a considerable level of import surplus. However, the
deficit was partially balanced by carrying trade income. Around 1820 about 90
percent of American trade was carried by domestic tonnage and perhaps a fifth
of the tonnage was entirely used for the foreign carrying trade.!!

Foreign trade and the maritime sector on the whole did not play as
significant role in the economy of the United States after 1815 as before.
However, the position of both merchants and trading capital remained
prominent in the development of manufacturing among other things. The shift
showed in trade policy with the abandoning of demands for equality and
reciprocity, which had proved over-idealistic objectives. The beginning of the
19th century was still, in international terms, the age of the Navigation Acts.
Nevertheless, international trade grew faster than before, by an average of 50
percent per decade.!?

The foreign trade of the United States, whose expansion has often been
overshadowed by the development of domestic trade and industrial
development, almost quadrupled from the years 1821-25 to the years 1856-60,
but it was still far behind the respective British figures. During the latter five-
year period U.S. trade amounted to $630 million and that of Britain $1,602
million. In the 1840s, the U.S. share was 7.3 percent and that of Britain 30.1
percent.!3 The growth of trade was not steady, however. For example, the value
of exports hardly rose in the 1820s due to the collapse of prices in 1818-19 and
after that the rise was rapid but not always constant.4

1 Appendix, table 16; Smith & Cole 1969, 20; Taylor 1951, 192, 198-200; Foreman-Peck
1983, 22; North 1966, 61, 172, 178. The import surplus was calculated at $150 million
altogether in 1816-20. However, the net earnings of the mercantile marine were still
$143 million.

12 See e.g. North 1966,VII; Livesay & Porter 1971, 63-87; Clark 1949, 239; Eckes 1995, 18;
Kaukiainen 1993, 65.

13 Sager & Panting 1990, 246-47; Taylor 1951, 176-177; Pintner 1967, 3; see Appendix,
tables 1, 5; Foreman-Beck 1983, 16. According to Bairoch (1989, 7), the trade policy of
Europe after 1815 was “an ocean of protectionism surrounding a few liberal islands”.
European trade apparently increased by three or four percent per year. Between 1821
and 1825, U.S. domestic exports together with re-exports reached a value of $70.3
million on average with imports at $73.8 million. For 1856-60 the corresponding
figures were $297.4 million and $321.4 million; Appendix, tables 1, 3, and 5; see
North 1960, 605.

14 Taking five-year moving averages, aggregate indebtedness was $70.0 million at the
beginning of the 1790s and $89.7 million in 1818-19. By 1860 it had risen to about $380
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The American trade balance remained negative: there were only nine years
within the period of 1820-60 when it was positive. The dwindling freight
incomes made up the balance of payments. During wartime neutrality shipping
earnings were perhaps one-third of total international credits, but after 1815
their proportion dropped to ten percent. This was caused to a great degree by
the rapid decline of freight rates between 1815 and 1860.15

In general, the United States exported food and raw materials and
imported manufactured goods: iron and steel, cotton manufactures and wool
products. Cotton’s share of exports increased continuously. The earlier major
export products, such as tobacco and rice, had to make way for “king cotton”,
although the export value of, for example, tobacco rose significantly in the
1850s, and rice exports stayed at the same level in dollars for the whole period.
In 1816-20, the share of manufactures was only 7 percent and even during the
five-year period 1856-60, did not rise higher than 12 percent. The exports of the
United States remained agrarian in character until the Civil War. The value of
domestic exports quadrupled from the 1820s to the 1850s.16

American re-exports played a significant role in Russian trade. Their large
share of foreign trade has been seen as an indicator of the undifferentiated
organization of international commerce. Under the exceptional conditions of
the beginning of the 19th century, re-exports from the United States could
constitute three-fifths of the total exports. Although their value did not change
significantly after this, their proportion of the total fell sharply. After 1845 re-
exports started to concentrate on Britain and the British North America,
whereas earlier they had been mainly directed to the West Indies and South
America.l” In the period 1821-60 perhaps a half of re-exports were traded via
New York and a fifth via Boston.

Manufactures formed the most important group of articles imported into
the United States. In the first half of the 19th century their share varied between
half and three-quarters of total imports. Cotton, wool, silk and flax products
together made up about a half of this sector, which constituted a third of total
imports used for domestic consumption. Flax products, which were important

million. Service and current items then contributed to the balance of payments but
not as much as at the beginning of the century. Measured by indices, the volume and
real value of exports almost quadrupled between 1830 and 1860, although there was
briefly a fall to the level of the 1820s in the 1840s; North 1960, 578-581; North 1966,
89-91. North (1960, passim) corrected the “official” import figures of 1832-46 by
adding two percent, and those of 1846-60 by adding four percent.

15 North 1966, 81; North 1968b, 95. Net shipping earnings could remain below $7 million
per year. On the other hand, they could also rise above $25 million.

16 See Appendix, table 1; Taylor 1951, 180-182, 188, 194; Bruchey 1967, 2. — Emory Johnson
calls the years 1815-18 a period of normal growth, the years 1818-30 a recession, 1837-
46 an irregular period and 1847-60 a period of growth and expansion in his old but
much cited history of U.S. domestic and foreign trade; Johnson et al. 1915, vol. 1I, 31,
37-38, 52.

7 Appendix, table 3. In 1821-25 re-exports constituted about 20 percent of total exports,
in 1836-40 12 percent and in 1856-60 just under six percent. In these five-year periods
the dollar values of re-exports were $17.1, $13.4 and $16.4 million, respectively;
Commerce and Navigation, 1821-60.
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in the Russian trade, accounted for about a third of the imports of cotton
textiles. Swedish, Russian and British iron was imported throughout the period,
but it became an important article only during the first railroad boom in the
1850s. The proportion of imports that destined for domestic consumption
continued to increase: in the 1820s and 1830s it was below 80 percent, but in the
antebellum decade it approached 95 percent. According to five year averages,
Britain’s share of imports was more than a half, while that of France ranged
between 9 and 18 percent.!8

Britain was the major trading partner of both the United States of America
and Russia over the whole period discussed. Its central role in Atlantic trade
can be illustrated by the fact that around 1830 it produced about 45 percent of
European pig iron and consumed 66 percent of its cotton wool. In the years
1821-60 between 41 and 53 percent in value of U.S. domestic exports went to
Britain. The respective share of re-exports was one fifth at best. Import rates
ranged from 37 to 46 percent, with 7 to 19 percent of exports being directed to
the West Indies, and the proportion of imports from there varied from 10 to 19
percent. In terms of import and export values, the third major trading partner of
United States was France and the fourth Germany, a long way behind.?

The tariff policy of the United States was more or less protectionist
between Independence and the Civil War. The first federal tariff of 1789 was
moderately protectionist and thoroughly liberal compared with later import
tariffs. This first general tariff specified import duties in terms of specific ad
valorem duties ranging from 5 to 15 percent. The changes that were made
during the next three years increased duties on most categories of goods by 50
percent. Further changes were introduced in 1795, in 1800 and in 1808. The rates
remained relatively low until the War of 1812, below 20 percent on the value of
dutiable articles. The tariff enforced in 1816 set import duties on most
manufactured goods at a level of about 35 percent. The tariff was
protectionistic, and protection for so-called new industries was demanded in
particular. According to Congress, iron, textile products, hemp, flax and wool
required the most extensive protection and their tariffs rose to a somewhat
higher level than before the war.20

18 Appendix, tables 4 and 5; Taylor 1951, 182-183, 444-445; North 1966, 78-79.

19 Appendix, tables 2 and 3; Taylor 1951, 444-452. Europe’s share of U.S. exports
increased: in the 1820s it was 64 percent on average, and in the 1850s 73 percent.
South America and British North America reached higher export rates than
Germany. Brazil and China were in the same position as far as imports are
concerned. In 1855, Britain’s share of imports was 41 percent, that of France 12
percent, and that of Cuba 7 percent. Total imports were worth about $260 million, of
which $129 million represented manufactures. Britain’s share of exports was 42
percent and that of France 13 percent. Total exports were worth $193 million, 46
percent of which was cotton wool, 16 percent meat products, 15 percent leaf tobacco
and 12 percent wheat; see Foreman-Peck 1983, 23; Bairoch 1989, 10; Matthews 1979,
199; North 1966, 77.

20 Bairoch 1989, 140; Shepherd 1988, 33; Nevins 1969, 557-568. Import tariffs were
temporarily doubled for fiscal reasons in 1812; see also Stanwood 1903, vol. I, 171;
Taussig 1914, 30, 71; Eckes 1995, 14; Shannon 1958, 213.
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The tariffs of the United States were established to a great extent as a
result of the political compromises that were made between the South which
exported agricultural products (above all cotton and tobacco) and New
England, which demanded protection for its infant industry. Tariff policy was
distinctly a domestic issue and independent of trading partners. Peter Temin
suggests that under the protection and transportation charges American
manufacturers created a production process known as the American system.?!
National economic objectives could not be overlooked, and not least for the
reason that at the beginning of the 1850s, for instance, import duties accounted
for more than 90 percent of Federal government revenue. Tariff arrangements
could become very complex, since the interests of the shipbuilding industry and
mercantile shipping in New England differed significantly from those of the
region’s industry. The period between 1816 and 1846 can be labelled a
protectionist phase in the history of American tariffs. Tariffs were increased in
1824, in 1828 and in 1832, and the period between the two latter years can be
considered the peak of protectionism in the antebellum period. The level of
import duties in relation to total imports increased to over 50 percent. South
Carolina’s decisions to disapprove the federal tariffs, which it considered
unreasonably high, shows an example of how politically critical the tariff
questions were. The “Compromise Tariff” of 1833, a result of much negotiation,
required tariffs to be reduced to such an extent that by 1842 manufactured
goods would incur a tariff level of about 20 percent. This situation obtained for
no more than a few months. At the end of August 1842 the protectionist Whig
party enacted a tariff which re-established approximately the level of 1832.22

The Walker Act, which came into effect on 30 July 1846 and was mainly
the work of the democrats of the South, decreased import levies by 10-20
percent and unified the rather incoherent system on an ad valorem basis. Tariffs
decreased slightly during the next 15 years. American import levies were heavy
compared with those of most European countries, but the tariffs of the period
were considered rather liberal in the United States. To what extent the reduced
levies contributed to the simultaneous strong growth of trade and industry
remains an open question.?3

Mercantilist practices that aimed at protecting shipping were close
kindred soul of the protectionist customs policy. Despite the voices that
demanded free trade, the first federal tariff in 1789 still gave 10 percent discount
on customs duties for those products that arrived by American or American-
owned vessels. However reciprocity of shipping was an aim right from the
beginning. The Reciprocity Act, which was enacted in the spring 1815 and its
amendment in 1818, created the following line of policy: as far as the countries

2 Temin 1964, XVI.

22 Bairoch 1989, 59, 140-141. Bairoch calculates that in 1821-24 the ratio of import duties
was 43.4 percent, 50.8 percent in 1829-31 and 16.3 percent in 1857-61; see also Hawke
1975, 85; Shannon 1958, 218-219; Stanwood 1903, vol. II, 282; Taussig 1914, 110; Taylor
1968, 4; Hidy 1978, 128; Pincus 1975, 757-758, 775-776; Trescott 1960, 345.

23 Bairoch 1989, 142; see also Foreman-Peck 1983, 58; Taussig 1914, 65-66, 115; Taylor 1951,
194-195; Bils 1984, 1033-1045.
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that did not discriminate against American tonnage in favour of their own
national tonnage were concerned, the favouring of the national merchant
marine could be reciprocally abandoned. In the summer of 1815 the Reciprocity
Act was tested on the most important trading partner of the United States, i.e.
Britain. The trading agreement between the countries was based on the
reciprocity requirement, but the British colonies stayed beyond its reach.
However, the products of the so-called third countries came gradually under its
reach, and, in the long term, an American line of policy became clear: the
country of origin of products and the nationality of the vessels would not result
in extra tariffs. It is claimed that this practice reveals a strong belief that
American shipping could hold its own in international trade when it was given
equal opportunities compared with its rivals.?

Trade policy is generally considered to have been the basis of U.S. foreign
policy at the beginning of the 19th century. In general, the objectives of
American trade policy were free trade and equality, either on a national basis or
reciprocity on the basis of most-favoured-nation treatment. There was also the
principle of free ships — free goods which was related to demands for political
neutrality, including the neutrality of the seas, which the leading maritime
power Britain did not accept in the form that the Americans proposed. This did
not prevent the United States from trying to insinuate its objectives into, for
instance, treaties with Russia. From the Franco-American Treaty of Amity and
Commerce in 1778 onwards, attempts were made to include all these principles
in treaties with different countries. Although perfect equality and reciprocity
were not in fact established, the French treaty served as a general model for
treaties for a long period.?

Generally speaking, the commercial foreign policy of the United States
aimed at serving the interests of the mercantile marine after 1815. Yet,
discriminatory customs duties could not be used as a weapon in trade policy in
a situation where freedom of seas was an objective and where the country’s

24 Nettels 1962, 110; Setser 1937, 182-185; Taylor 1951, 128. From 1828 onwards the
products of the so-called third countries were allowed to enter the United States
under the same conditions whether shipped by national or foreign vessels. Coastal
trade was prohibited to foreign vessels.

25 Morris 1987, 206-207; Eckes 1995, 6-7; Setser 1933, 319-323; Setser 1937, passim. — In
addition to France, the United States concluded trade agreements with the
Netherlands and Sweden (3 April 1783) before the Paris Treaty. According to Alfred
E. Eckes (1995, 293, note 2), in a reciprocity agreement benefits are not extended
automatically to other governments. As a general principle, equality means non-
discrimination, which can mean either equal treatment of foreign and national goods
and shipping or equal treatment of all foreigners. Discrimination between nationals
and foreigners would be most-favoured-nation treatment. In the unconditional form
non-discrimination is provided to a nation eligible for most-favoured-nation
treatment. In the conditional form third parties must bargain equivalent
compensation for most-favoured-nation treatment. Bairoch (1989, 39) argues that the
United States preferred the latter; reciprocity “implies that the most-favored-nation —
clause only works automatically in cases where the new benefit which is to be shared
has been obtained without a concession in return". According to him Europeans
preferred unconditional reciprocity with few exceptions, for instance in the 1840s. In the
Anglo-French agreement of 1860 the unconditional most-favoured-nation clause was
restored; see Setser 1933, 319-323; Eckes 1995, 5-7.
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foreign trade was almost entirely carried by its own vessels.?6 The Americans
wanted to abolish such practices if their trading partners did likewise. These
demands were not unproblematic, however. To take one example, Sweden,
which was concerned about its iron exports, would have liberated trade
between the two countries immediately after 1815, and this was further than the
Americans dared.?”

The mercantile marine of the United States grew relatively steadily in the
first half of the 19th century. Between 1815-21 and 1856-60, the registered
tonnage tripled from 0.8 million tons to 2.5 million tons. In spite of these
figures, the importance of American tonnage as a carrier of foreign trade
decreased steadily. In the 1820s, its share of exports and imports was about 90
percent, but by the 1850s it had dropped to about 70 percent.?8 More than 80
percent of foreign tonnage that arrived in the United States was British. The rest
was mainly German, French and Dutch. American shipping lost its special
position particularly in trade with Britain.?

At the beginning of the 19th century economic growth in the United States
was dependent on the evolving market economy, in which domestic markets
played an integral role. There are several different interpretations of national
economic growth, the national wealth and the factors that influenced them.
However, there are many different indications that several crucial changes
occurred in the U.S. economy in the 1840s. According to Alfred J. Chandler, for
example, the forces of supply and demand, the ‘invisible hand” of the market,
dominated up to that point, but after that technology started to play the leading
role in the economy. New technology that was based on steam and coal
revolutionized transportation, distribution, production and finance.
Industrialization was well under way already before the Civil War. The value of
manufacturing output was ten times in 1860 what it was in 1810. In the 1850s,
cotton textile output increased by almost 80 percent, the production of pig iron
by more than 50 percent, and the production of railroad iron almost doubled.
The United States had become an industrial nation by 1860, probably second
only to Britain in manufacturing.3

26 The benefits gained from discriminatory customs and tonnage duties were also
questionable since a considerably greater tonnage was needed to export American
bulk products to Europe than was needed for return cargoes to the United States.

2 Russell to Monroe, 15 July 1815, 29 April 1816, 13 August 1816, and 5 September
1816, NA M-45/2; Setser 1937, 184ff.

28 Appendix, tables 16-18.
29 Taylor 1951, 440-441; Marvin 1916,193, 238, 284.

30 Chandler 1978, 87, 131-132; e.g. Taylor 1964, 440ff.; North 1968b, passim; Engerman
& Gallman 1983, 1-46.
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2.2 Russia: a backward exporter of manufactures and importer of
colonial products

The mercantile shipping of Russia differed completely from that of the United
States. Though, their protectionist customs policy was similar in many respects,
Russia did not possess a merchant navy significant enough to require
protection or favouring by mercantilist practices. Russia may be considered to
have been rather passive with respect to trade policy — at least as far as treaties
concluded with other countries are concerned.3! There were also several
curious phenomena in the Russian economy and foreign trade, which western
trading partners remarked upon. One of the peculiarities was the guild system,
which complicated the dealings of foreign merchants and entrepreneurs.

The backwardness of the Russian economy as compared with that of the
West has usually formed the background for the portrayal of Russian economic
history in the 18th and 19th centuries. Serfdom is also often, although not that
unanimously, considered a factor that obstructed modern economic growth in
some way or another.3? The adverse attitude of Tsar Nicholas I and his leading
officials is often referred to, particularly when the process of industrialization is
discussed: the model of western industrialization was not desirable in Russia
for the sake of a peaceful society. Only the political catastrophe of the Crimean
War changed the attitudes of the officials in power. The weak transport system
compared with those of the West was also found to be a factor that contributed
to the wartime losses. The St Petersburg-Moscow railway was opened in 1851,
but exports remained decisively dependent on water routes long afterwards. In
any case, the high population and the overwhelmingly agrarian economy of the
country ensured that the consumption of basic raw materials and real incomes
per capita were the lowest in Europe.33

Several different indices, chronologies and models have been used to
measure the industrialization of Russia. Thomas C. Owen claims that
“fundamental cultural and economic changes”3* were visible already a decade
before the Crimean War. By contrast, M.E. Falkus claims that the country
remained behind the West proportionally all through the 19th century. He
considers the country “industrially extremely backward” as late as during the

31 Kirchner 1975, 215.
32 See e.g. Trebilcock 1981, 209-212; Blackwell 1970, 81; Owen 1991, passim.

33 Kemp 1985, 118-119, 190; Bairoch 1975, 273-340; Platt 1984, 46-47; see Aer 1995, 36-37. In
1840 the consumption of raw cotton in Russia was 0.3 kg per head, when in Britain it
was 7.3 kg. In 1860 the corresponding figures were 0.5 and 15.1 kg. In the
corresponding years the consumption of pig iron was 3 and 54 kg, and 5 and 130 kg.
The increase in real incomes per head in Russia was, according to Bairoch, the
slowest in Europe in the 1850s but by far the quickest in the next decade.

34 Owen 1983, 66. Arcadius Kahan (1989, 13) shows Russian industrialization to have
been a slow process that began in the 1840s and the 1850s and that was complicated
by the lack of domestic capital and scarcity of modern entrepreneurial and
managerial skills.
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Emancipation.?> Yet Olga Crisp states that industry based on modern
technology started to appear in the 1840s. However, mechanization affected
only cotton textiles and the sugar industry. About 85 percent of sugar and 90
percent of cotton yarn was produced domestically by 1861.3¢ Privately-owned
factories that used wage labour, for example in the cotton sector, can be
considered signs of a qualitative change, but the innovations applied to such
narrow sectors of the economy that the so-called industrial revolution could not
be in question. In spite of the imperfections of the statistics, it seems obvious
that manufacturing industry had come to life already before the Emancipation.
Calling the country’s industry stagnant and inflexible does not portray the
entire truth. The number of manufacturing plants increased between 1830 and
1860 from 5300 to 15,300. More than half of the total value of Russian
manufacturing output was concentrated in the provinces of Moscow, St
Petersburg, Vladimir and Perm.3”

Russian exports tripled from 1802 to 1820 and again from 1820 to 1860.
Despite its growth, Russian foreign trade did not play a significant role either in
the country’s own economy or in world trade. Around 1825 the value of foreign
trade was a quarter of the value of domestic trade, and its proportion of
international commerce was 4-5 percent. Trade was mainly in the hands of
foreign merchants and trading houses.3 Russian foreign trade was calculated to
amount to barely a fifth of British foreign trade in the mid-1840s.

Although Russia supplied considerable amounts of products to the West,
its own consumption of imported goods was relatively limited. At the end of
the 18th century, it was common for Americans who started to establish
relations with Russia to be warned of the small demand of colonial products.?
At the turn of the century, a Salem merchant, Thomas Ward, estimated that the
inhabitants of St Petersburg lived “chiefly on black bread and salt, except
officers and merchants”.40 According to the American Secretary of Legation,
John Randolph Clay, American imports to St Petersburg were, however,
“necessary of the support of mankind”. Thus, they differed significantly from
such products as wines and silks that, for example, the French imported and
that were exclusively for the upper classes.4! At least in theory, Russia was a

35 Falkus 1972, 43.
36 Crisp 1978, 308; Crisp 1991, 262.
37 Falkus 1972, 35, 43-43; Appendix , table 12.

8 Appendix, table 7. According to Owen (1983, 62), the Russians controlled only 3
percent of the trade in the mid-19th century. On the other hand, Platt (1984, 39)
calculates that in 1847 Russian firms had a 3 million rouble share in the 13 million
rouble total value of exports; see also Blackwell 1970, 81- 82; Florinsky 1953, vol. II, 790;
Falkus 1972, 32.

39 E.g. Brothers Blandow to Elias Hasket Derby, 7 November 1794, EI, DFP, vol. 5.

40 Thomas Ward's Journal of the voyage of the Pallas to Cronstadt, 1801-02, PM (quoted in
Crosby 1965, 51). A decade later U.S. Minister John Q. Adams estimated that the
cargo capacity of about fifty vessels could meet the demand for colonial products in
St Petersburg; Crosby 1965, 51.

41 Clay to Louis McLane, 16/28 February 1834, NA M-35/12/19; see Blackwell 1968, 82.
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huge potential market for consumer goods, with a population of 35 million
around 1800, and already 74 million by 1860.

The records show that Russia enjoyed a favourable balance of trade in the
18th and 19th centuries. In 1856-60 the imports amounted to 148 million silver
roubles on average, but at the same time exports attained a level of 166 million
silver roubles. Russia’s western trading partners paid at least a part of this by
imports of bullion. Massive smuggling was another factor that contributed to
figures that showed surpluses.?

At the beginning of the 19th century, cotton accounted for approximately
half of Russian imports, in the form of raw cotton, yarn, or manufactures.
Sugar, coffee, fruit, dyestuffs and wine were among products whose share
remained relatively steady, except for the first of these. In the decade 1826-35,
the major individual import articles, cotton twist and raw sugar, each accounted
for about 16 percent of the rouble value of imports. It was essential for the
American trade that, for instance in 1830, almost 80 percent of the sugar, more
than 70 percent of the coffee and almost 60 percent of the raw cotton that Russia
bought was imported via St Petersburg.43

In principle the structure of Russian exports at the beginning of the 19th
century was similar to what it was a century earlier. Flax, hemp and tallow
constituted a third of the exports until the 1850s. Only in the 1840s did grain
become the major export article.** Britain became the major purchaser of
Russian products in the 18th century, and remained one in the 19th century. At
the end of the 18th century, the British bought three quarters of Russian iron,
three quarters of its hemp and flax, four fifths of its tallow and nine tenths of its
timber products.#> In 1849-53 Britain’s share of Russian exports was almost half
and of imports a third. The British influence in Russia foreign trade was so
substantial that it inevitably provoked reaction. There were circles in Russia
that would have considered it desirable as well as quite possible, for example,
for the Americans to have transported their own products without the
intervention of British brokers. In the five years before the Crimean War, 2.5
percent of Russian exports went to the United States, while America’s
proportion of imports was 10.1 percent.46

42 See Appendix, tables 7 and 9; Mitchell 1978, 301; Attman 1986a, 98; Johansen 1983a, 135-
140; Blackwell 1970, 82. — Attman (1981, 177-178, 201-202) states that a great part of the
bullion balanced the deficits caused by the Asian trade. The British Consul Gisborne
reported even in 1833: “The immense quantity of gold and silver which has been for
years importing into Russia remains in circulation. None worth mentioning goes to
Asia, on the contrary some silver is received from China in payment to Russian
products. Spanish dollars and Napoleons circulate throughout Russia . . . at a fixed
value without any ukaze”; Gisborne’s report, 3 March 1833, PRO, FO 65/209.

43 Appendix, table 9; PRO, FO 65/194, 236. Almost 90 percent of the indigo and logwood
that Russia bought was imported via St Petersburg.

4 Attman 1981, 194. According to Falkus (1972, 36), grain constituted 15 percent of
exports in the period 1836-45, but in the period 1846-60 averaged roughly one third.

45 Attman 1981, 190. Thus almost all of Britain’s imported hemp and three-quarters of
its flax was of Russian origin; cf. Bolkhovitinov 1975, 81.

46 Appendix, tables 7, 8, and 10; de Tegoborski 1855, vol. II, 467; Kirchner 1975, 63. —
According to Attman (1981, 185, 201), Britain’s share of Russia’s total trade was 43
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While Moscow served as the centre of the domestic wholesale trade of the
Russian Empire, St Petersburg was the centre of the country’s foreign trade
until massive grain exports started to shift the focus to the Black Sea. In 1802 78
percent of exports went via the Baltic Sea, and in the decade 1826-35 84 percent
of imports and 76 percent of exports were transported by this route. In 1845
approximately 64 percent of the foreign trade of European Russia was carried
across the Baltic Sea. Britain took the lion’s share of the foreign trade of both St
Petersburg and Russia as a whole, and in 1845 the British market took about 70
percent of the city’s exports and supplied 37 percent of its imports. The latter
proportion approximately equalled imports from the area recorded as “America
and the West Indies”.#”

After a liberal period of almost a quarter of a century, Catherine the Great
returned to strict protectionism at the end of her reign. In the aftermath of the
Congress of Vienna, Russia lowered its import duties in 1816 to such an extent
that it can be considered to have shifted from the prohibitive system of the
wartime to a protectionist one. A further move in the same direction came in
1819, when Russia virtually adopted free trade. It led to a flood of English
manufactures on the Russian market and reductions in export duties did not
stimulate the export of domestic products as much as expected. The policy
adopted was almost catastrophic for the Russian national economy and the
industries that emerged during the war period. As a consequence the tariffs
adopted in 1822 were strictly protectionist and included a great number of
prohibitions. Furthermore, high taxes were added to customs duties. A
description of these arrangements by the British consul, Daniel Bayley, could
equally well have come from many another supporter of free trade:

“The greatest evil against which foreign trade has to contend in Russia — consists in the
vicious system of prohibition & exorbitant duties on imports, established with the view of
protecting internal industry” 48

The tariffs of 1822 remained in essence almost unchanged until 1857. For
example the import duties on non-prohibited manufactures were 50-75 per cent
ad valorem in the tariff of 1851. In the tariff of 1857 they were lowered to 35-50
percent. Count E.F. Kankrin, who served as head of the Ministry of Finance in
1823-44, kept the level of customs duties high for fiscal reasons. Perhaps the
industry that was born in Russia was partially a by-product of this policy.# It is
interesting that the United States minister to St Petersburg, James Buchanan,

percent, and the share of “America and West Indies” was 3.3. percent of exports and
8.7 percents of import; Bayley’s report, 15 May 1847, PRO, FO 65/337; Bolkhovitinov
1975, 81.

47 Appendix, tables 11 and 13. - 62 percent of export hemp, 22 percent of flax (Riga 52
percent), 87 percent of tallow and 52 percent of iron was transported via St
Petersburg in 1830. The corresponding figures in 1849-53 were: hemp 65 percent,
tallow 91 percent and flax 19 percent; Blackwell 1968, 170; Attman 1981,195; PRO, FO
65/194, 236, 337 (no. 3896, annex C).

48 Bayley’s report, 28 January 1841, PRO, FO 65/274.

49 See Falkus 1972, 37, Owen 1983, 6-7; Bairoch 1989, 18, 31; Florinsky 1953, 72;
Wittschewsky 1905, 49-52; Mavor 1914, 558-560.
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who could hardly see anything positive in the political system of the country of
his posting, considered the economic policy of his own country and that of
Russia surprisingly similar. In 1833 he commented, “The American system
prevails here in all its vigor” .50

The stringently protectionist trade policy was not extended to mercantile
shipping. It was not necessary and perhaps not even possible, as the country’s
own merchant navy was so insignificant. To illustrate this, of the 14,031 vessels
which entered Russian ports in 1847, only 12 percent were Russian, and most of
those were in Greek or Finnish ownership.5! All foreign vessels that entered
Russian ports were treated equally with respect to tariffs, and the country’s
own merchant vessels received virtually no privileges. Finland and the Baltic
provinces that were within the Russian sphere of influence were in a slightly
different position: the home mercantile marine was clearly favoured there. It is
notable that a great number of vessels on the Baltic Sea bound for Russian ports
were in ballast since the Russian export products required significantly larger
freight capacity than the imported articles.

From the perspective of the United States, Russia was a distant trading
partner. Knowledge of it remained relatively limited and its significance with
respect to America’s own export products can be considered marginal.
However, the picture changes when American merchant shipping and its
carrying trade are also considered. Moreover, the Russian market became
significant even in terms of trade as a whole for instance during the Napoleonic
Wars. The situation resulting from the Crimean War led the U.S. minister
Thomas H. Seymour to aver that trade between the countries “may be said to
have only just begun”. Only American initiative and some adjustments in
customs policy would be required to make Russia a significant trading
partner.52 According to Secretary of State William L. Marcy, the opportunities
for that were excellent, since the countries were not political rivals.? William H.
Seward, who became Secretary of State in 1861, regarded both countries as
“improving and expanding empires” that had their own directions of
expansion: one was bringing culture to the East and the other to the West.
Seward even outlined a schedule to bring the countries closer to one another.
He emphasised particularly the favourable reception of American technology in
Russia, although “vicious adventures too often abuse this generous
encouragement by fraudulent practices”.>

50 Buchanan to Louis McLane, 31 July 1833, NA M-35/12/21. For another similar
judgement see: Clay to Louis McLane, 16/28 February 1834, NA M-35/12/19.

51 Blackwell 1968, 82.

52 Seymour to Marcy, 23 January/4 February 1856, and 16/28 May 1857, NA M-
35/16/65, 114.

53 Marcy to Seymour, 1 October 1855, NA M-77/20.
54 Seward to Cassius Clay, 6 May 1861, NA M-77/5.



3 THE BEGINNING OF AMERICAN-RUSSIAN
TRADE RELATIONS

3.1 From Salem to St Petersburg via Copenhagen

According to Norman E. Saul, the beginning of direct trade relations between
America and Russia can be dated back to the beginning of the 1760s at the latest.!
Due to the illegal nature of these connections, there is a lack of information about
them. The Navigation Acts made it very difficult, if not impossible, for
Americans to use continental ports north of Cape Finisterre. Of course, Russian
products were transported to the colonies just like other continental products,
but, in most cases they were shipped from British ports. Most export products
were also shipped to the mother country. Trade between America and Russia
was constricted, but perhaps this was not a serious problem.2

The brig Wolfe owned by Nicholas Boylston, a prominent Boston merchant,
was perhaps the first North American vessel that sailed directly to Russia. She
carried West Indian products (sugar, indigo, rum, mahogany and sassafras) to St
Petersburg, and hemp, iron, ravenduck and sheeting back to New England in the
spring of 1763. Her journey became public knowledge when the English minister
to St Petersburg disclosed this obvious offence against the Navigation Acts. It is
highly probable that several other voyages of a similar type were made since in
Russia Americans were regarded as being British: the local authorities had no
reason to distinguish between them.? In Europe, Amsterdam was a prominent

1 Saul 1969, 596-97.

2 See Tyler 1986, 124; Nash 1982, 368; Crosby 1965, 7; Nettels 1962, 4; Bolkhovitinov
1975, 87.
3 Saul 1991, 3-4; Saul 1969, 595-601; Griffiths 1970, 391-393. According to Rabuzzi (1998,

180), altogether 15 American vessels sailed to the Baltic Sea through the Sound in
1741-76.
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centre of American trade, and Russian goods were imported from there to North
America at least from the 1750s onwards.*

There is no reason to assume that American links with St Petersburg
would have totally collapsed during the War of Independence. Among other
things, complaints by British diplomatic agents over Americans visiting St
Petersburg under the Dutch flag indicate that direct connections existed.
However, the majority of Russian products that ended up in North America
were handled by intermediaries. For example, Beekmans of New York and Elias
Hasket Derby of Salem went on to obtain such products from Amsterdam.’
John and Nicolas Brown of Providence also bought hemp and iron from
Amsterdam, and from Bordeaux and Gothenburg as well. Already by 1770 they
had handled substantial quantities of goods including raw hemp transported
via England.® Significant amounts of hemp were also imported by French and
Dutch vessels. The Swedes too sold and supplied Russian-bought products to
American markets.”

One of the first vessels to reach St Petersburg by way of the Sound under
the flag of the United States was sailed to Riga by the Boston Captain Daniel
McNeill in spring 1783. The 500-ton ship the Commerce, was probably a former
privateer, owned by George Cabot of Beverly.? In Elsinore on 26 May the
captain reported that Lisbon was his port of departure, and salt, wine, fruit, rice
and sugar his cargo. Just under four months later, on 20 September, McNeill
returned to Elsinore and reported carrying bar iron and hemp from St
Petersburg to Boston. It is striking that McNeill’s vessel was registered as

4 See Hedges 1968 vol. I, 153, 180-182; Saul 1969, 598; Tyler 1986, 13, 197; Harington
1935, 166, 173, 198-199.

5 Griffiths 1970, 393; White 1956, vol. III, 985-86, 1179-1181; EI, DFP, vol. 2 (Brig Fame);
see Kiiskinen 1996, 391-411, 428-429.

6 Hedges 1968, vol. I, 180-182, 236-237, 255, 257; cf. Henretta 1988, 69.

7 Griffiths 1970, 393; Crosby 1965, 40. At least one Russian merchant, the Sweden-born
Russian consul in Bordeaux, Arvid Wittfooth, arranged Russian products to be sent
to the United States via his posting; Bolkhovitinov 1975, 92-94; Minutes of a session
of the Commerce-College, 8/19 August 1778, Wittfooth to the College of Foreign
Affairs, 18/29 January 1782, and Wittfooth to the Commerce-College, 19/30 July
1782, USR 1980, 54-55, 134-135, 159-160; see Kiiskinen 1996, 433-452. The international
adventurer Stephen Sayre is also connected with the beginning of Russian-American
trade relations: his attempts included building vessels for direct trade between the
United States and Russia and founding a base for American privateers in Archangel;
Sayre to John Adams, 21 October/ 1 November 1780, and Adams to Sayre, 25
November/6 December 1780, USR 1980, 89-90, 93-94, 103; Alden 1983, 127ff.; Saul
1991, 13-14; Griffiths 1970, 386-389.

8 Phillips 1941, 686; McKey (1961, 155-156) mentions that the vessel left Salem in 1783
for Newfoundland and that it arrived in Russia. The vessel was already back in
Salem 36 months later. Kircher (1975, 13-14) mentions that the brig Anne visited St
Petersburg in 1782; see USR 1980, XVII, note 20, and Wittfooth to the Commerce-
College, 19/30 July 1782, USR 1980, 159-160. Captain Daniel McNeill had served as a
commander of the American privateer General Mifflin in 1778 on the North Sea;
Kiiskinen 1996, 186-193; Bolkhovitinov 1976, 34.
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English in the Sound on her return journey.” Another ship, the Kingston, under
Captain Thomas Norwood working for Jeremiah Allen of Boston, visited Riga
and St Petersburg in summer 1783.10

The bark Light Horse (300 tons), owned by the Salem merchant Elias
Hasket Derby and commanded by Captain Nehemiah Buffington, passed
Elsinore on 17 July 1784 on her way to St Petersburg.!! The vessel is often
mentioned as having “opened” American-Russian trade.!> However, this is
questionable, as three other American vessels had already sailed to the Baltic
Sea through the Sound in June.!3 The Light Horse was a pioneer in Russian trade:
her three voyages to St Petersburg in 1784-86 embody the typical characteristics
of the early phase of American-Russian trade contacts. The vessel left Salem on
25 June 1784 for her first voyage to St Petersburg and her cargo, valued at £8400
and consisting of sugar, cotton, ginger, rosin and rum, was consigned to the
captain so that he was free to choose the best trading partner among the
merchants of St Petersburg. Buffington left the cargo with Cram & Cazalet,
recommended by his employer (“if equal to any other”), but some products had

9 STA 1783 (907/2414, the latter is a running number of British vessels); Francis Dana
to Robert Livingston, 13/24 June 1783, USR 1980, 196-198.

10 According to Crosby (1965, 42), the vessel was probably in English possession and
sailed under the Russian flag. Francis Dana returned from his unsuccessful mission
to St Petersburg on this ship and was in Boston on 18 December (see chapter 4.1);
Francis Dana to Robert Livingston, 13/24 June 1783, and Dana to John Adams, 18/29
July 1783, USR 1980, 196-198, 201-201, 206 (note 7); Bolkhovitinov 1975, 91; Griffiths
1970, 392; Cresson 1930, 317-318. The third vessel that visited the Baltic Sea in 1783
was sailed from Amsterdam to Copenhagen in ballast by Captain Henry White and
returned “to America”; STA 1783 (2854/3038). According to Bang’s printed list,
McNeill’s craft was the only American vessel that sailed to the Baltic Sea in 1783.
According to the same list two American vessels and one English vessel sailed from
Russia to the United States. Cargo information is different from the figures in the
original STA. According to Phillips (1941, 688) the Salem captain John Little also
sailed twice to St Petersburg via Charleston in the brig Hector in 1783-84 and 1786-87.
STA includes only his voyage from Rotterdam to St Petersburg in 1785 with a small
cargo of rice, and a 1786 voyage from Rotterdam to St Petersburg in ballast and from
St Petersburg to Salem carrying cargo; STA 1785 (1217); STA 1786 (491/916).

1 STA 1784 (1104/1845); see Bryant 1967, 115; USR 1980, 215, note 2; McKey 1961, 156-
157; Osgood & Batchelder 1879; HMM 1837, vol. 36, 165.

12 E.g. McKey 1961; Peabody 1912; Phillips 1939; Hunt 1858.

13 Captain William Tuck of Boston arrived in the Sound from Amsterdam with a small
cargo of rice, Captain Joseph Moseley of Boston or Beverly from Salem with sugar,
indigo and rum, and Captain Jean de Coureill of Philadelphia from Cadiz with sugar
and indigo. All the vessels were bound for St Petersburg; STA 1784 (1104/1845); see
Bryant 1967, 115; USR 1980, 215, note 2; McKey 1961, 156-157; Osgood & Batchelder
1879; HMM 1837, vol.36, 165. Moseley’s vessel was probably formerly Cabot’s
privateering ship the Sebastian; see Phillips 1941, 686; East 1938, 253; cf. McKey 1961,
156. Morison (1921, 154) mentions that George Cabot sent two ships, the Bucanier
and the Commerce to St Petersburg in May 1784. The Maria, mentioned by USR (1980,
215, note 2), that arrived from London for Cram & Cazalet in May, was registered as
English in Elsinore; STA 1784 (no. 444 in the running number of British vessels). The
captain of the vessel, Nathaniel Goodwin, sailed to St Petersburg via Le Havre at
least within the next three years; STA 1786 (146/741), STA 1787 (274/820), STA 1788
(812/1191).
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to be sold at a loss. Thus, the voyage did not come up to Derby’s hopes. The
Light Horse returned to Elsinore on 2 October and Buffington reported that he
was returning to Salem. The vessel arrived there on 28 November with a cargo
of iron, hemp, tallow and manufactures.!4

Derby sent Captain Buffington and the Light Horse to Martinique in
February 1785. The vessel then took a cargo of sugar and indigo to St Petersburg,
where the cargo was traded for a return cargo similar to that of the previous
year.!> In spring 1786 Derby instructed Buffington to leave a cargo of colonial
products in Gothenburg and take on a cargo of iron and hemp. Gothenburg was
chosen as the iron and hemp was needed in Salem as soon as possible, and Derby
estimated that he could make a profit of at least $2000 by saving time. However,
the hemp Derby wanted was not to be found in Gothenburg. So Buffington took
his vessel to St Petersburg to be loaded by the firm of Gale, Hill, Cazalet & Co.
Gothenburg proved a poor choice also in that some of the products offloaded
there had to be transported to Copenhagen to be sold. In August 1786 Buffington
returned to the Sound from St Petersburg and carried on to Salem with a cargo of
iron, hemp, sailcloth, ravenduck and diaper.1¢

Elias Hasket Derby (1739-99), “America’s first millionaire”, is perhaps one
of the merchants that New York firm LeRoy and Bayard was referring to when
it declared in 1787 that only a few American trading houses had enough capital
for trade with Russia. This trade offered a “very great advantage” for those who
were could take it on.!” The claim is difficult to prove, and it does not even hold
with respect to Derby. On the other hand, the shipping lists of the U.S. consul in
Elsinore relating to American vessels in 1792-93 do support the claim. They
identify the major owners of 49 vessels that visited the Baltic. Most of them
were prominent and obviously also the most wealthy merchants of
Massachusetts. According to the records, by far the most prominent shipowner
and merchant was William Gray of Salem. At least nine of his ships visited the

1 STA 1784 (1104/1845); EI, DFP, vol. 5 (Ship Light Horse); Derby to Buffington, 15 June
1784, USR 1980, 213-215; see Peabody 1926, 42; Phillips 1941, 686; McKey 1961, 157, 213.

15 STA 1785 (1124/1775); Derby to Buffington, 2 February 1785, Buffington to Derby, 11
June 1785, EI, DFP, vol. 5; see McKey 1961, 212.

16 STA 1786 (442/924); Derby to Buffington, 12 April 1786, Buffington to Derby, 14 June
1786, Henry Greig to Buffington, 16 August 1786 and Gale, Hill & Gazalet to Derby,
17 Juli 1786, EI, DFP, vol.5, 10; McKey 1961, 215-217; see Phillips 1941, 681. Derby
also sent the fast ship Astrea (360 tons) commanded by Captain Benjamin Hodges to
St Petersburg in 1786. She was claimed to be Derby’s favourite vessel and had sailed
under letters of marque for some time. Later she was used for sailing to Canton and
Batavia. She visited St Petersburg in 1787 after leaving a cargo in Marstrand. She was
probably the first American vessel to bring iron from Stockholm; STA 1786 (408/820);
John Little to Derby, 19 June 1788, EI, DFP, vol. 1, McKey 1961, 220-221; HMM 1857,
vol. 36, 169; Hunt 1858, vol. I, 3ff.

7 LeRoy & Bayard to William Bayard, 3 April 1787, NYPL, Bayard-Campbell-Pearshall
Collection, Correspondence 1786-1791; see East 1938, 253-254; Nettels 1962, 222.
LeRoy & Bayard, founded in 1784, concentrated on the East Indies after 1815. The
firm closed down after one of its founders, William Bayard, died in 1826; Albion
1961, 204, 236, 248, 253.
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Baltic during the years in question.!® Though Derby had up to twenty
vessels in different parts of the world, his vessels no longer visited St
Petersburg in the 1790s, with just one exception. “Opening” the trade with St
Petersburg did not produce the desired results. Derby concentrated on sailing
to India, China and Batavia, which was clearly more profitable for him. He
purchased from Britain or Sweden the iron and hemp he needed for building
vessels in New England.!®

Salem, which changed from a fishing port into a centre of foreign trade
during the War of Independence, played a significant role in voyages to the
Baltic and Russia in the 1780s. However, it was no more important than Boston
or Providence in Rhode Island. The most prominent Providence company
sailing to the Baltic Sea in this period was Brown, Benson & Ives, which had
five vessels east of the Sound in 1792-93. Welcome Arnold and Stephen Dexter
from the same town were other shipowning merchants almost as significant.
Rhode Island’s hold on the trade with the Baltic is further revealed by the fact
that the Champlins of Newport had four vessels on the Baltic Sea and Gibbs &
Channing another three, whereas Ebenezer Parsons and Thomas Russell were
the only Boston merchants to have more than one vessel on the Baltic in the
years under consideration.?0 — According to STA, New England and
Massachusetts in particular dominated the trade with St Petersburg in the first
decade. In 1783-92, 65 of the 88 vessels that sailed east through the Sound
directly to Russia were from Massachusetts.?!

3.2 The unknown markets in the East

American merchants were not familiar with Northern Europe and the Baltic
region. The best-known markets were probably in Bremen and Hamburg,
which were permitted destinations for rice exports from the 1750s on. Several

18 CR 1792-93, NA T-201/1. The shipping lists were presumably drawn up by H.R.
Saabye who was appointed consul in Elsinore in 1792, and they include American
vessels that went through the Sound in the latter part of the years in question.

19 The export of Swedish and Russian iron to Batavia and Canton via Salem did not
prove profitable. Derby still had three vessels “in the North” still in 1788: the brig
Three Sisters (Capt. Benjamin Hodges) visited Gothenburg and Copenhagen, the brig
Astrea Stockholm and the schooner Peggy Hamburg. The heyday of Derby’s firm was
over by around 1800. For a while John Derby (d. 1831) was a partner in the firm of
John Derby & Benjamin Pickman, which was interested in trade in the Baltic; McKey
1961, 169, 220-223, 232-239, 273; Morison 1921, 30; HMM 1857, vol. 36, 165-184;
Osgood & Batchelder 1879, 188.

20 CR 1792-93, NA T-201/1. Only two Rhode Island vessels sailed to St Petersburg,
whereas in the 1780s the vessels of Champlin and Brown, or Benson & Ives, for
example, often unloaded their cargo in Copenhagen before they went on to the Gulf
of Finland. The Russo-Swedish war of 1788-90 reduced shipping through the Sound,
but the number of American vessels increased; see Johansen 1982a, 11, 18, and
Appendix, tables 24 and 25.

2 Appendix, table 2.
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merchants in New England, for example the above-mentioned George Cabot
and E.H. Derby, seem to have first encountered Russian products somewhere
west of the Sound or in Copenhagen, and they became customers of houses in
St Petersburg only later on. E.H. Derby confessed in 1784 that he was “quite
unacquainted in the [Russian] trade”. Derby considered St Petersburg more or
less an alternative port to Gothenburg; and the eastern part of the Gulf of
Finland was sailed to when iron and hemp were not available at reasonable
prices west of the Sound.??

The Newport firm of Christopher and George Champlin, which played a
part in the opening up of trade with Russia, is a good example of a firm that
ended up on the St Petersburg scene by way of Hamburg, Copenhagen and
Gothenburg. It purchased Russian iron, Riga hemp and ravenduck in
Gothenburg in 1783-84.23 The Champlins traded tobacco for Russian products
with Caspar Voght of Hamburg. Moreover, they sent the schooner Enterprise,
commanded by Captain Benjamin Peirce, with a cargo of tobacco and rice to
Gothenburg and Copenhagen. Peirce managed to trade a full load of Russian
products at T.T. Frolich & Co. in Copenhagen.?* The following year the
Champlins instructed Peirce to head directly for St Petersburg. Two major
factors usually prompted such a course of action: Russian products were
cheaper in St Petersburg and the choice was larger.?>

In subsequent years the Champlins alternated between Copenhagen and St
Petersburg. In 1787 the Elizabeth stayed in Copenhagen, and Peirce purchased
from Niels Ryberg goods ordered from St Petersburg especially for the
Champlins.?6 In the next two years Pierce visited both Copenhagen and St
Petersburg. He transacted business with Ryberg in Copenhagen and with
Edward James Smith in St Petersburg.?” Approximately 25 vessels crossed the
Baltic for the Champlins in the years 1785-1800. They most often carried colonial
products taken on at or transported via Newport, or else rice taken on in
Charleston to Copenhagen, and from there the ships went on to St Petersburg in
ballast.?8

22 Derby to Buffington, 15 June 1784, USR 1980, 213-215; Derby to Henry Elkins, 6
December 1785, and 28 March 1787, EI, DFP, vol. 2; see East 1938, 253; McKey 1961,
215, 218, 221-222; Rabuzzi 1998, 180. - East (1938, 7) claims, perhaps on the basis of
Derby’s proceedings, that Americans ended up in the new Russian market via
Sweden.

23 E.g. Carl Soderstrom to Christian Champlin, 1 September 1783, and John Greene to
Christian Champlin, 25 June 1784, MHS, WCRIC, 1783-84.

24 Christian Champlin to Peirce, 19 April 1785, Peirce to Samuel Fowler & Son, 8 June
1785, and Peirce to Christopher Champlin, George Champlin and Samuel Fowler &
Son, 20 June 1785, MHS, WCRIC, 1785; STA 1785 (751/1129); see USR 1980, 224, note 4.

25 Christopher and George Champlin to Peirce, 8 April 1786, USR 1980, 223-224; STA
1786 (395/1024).

26 STA 1787 (480/1016); Thiringk to Peirce, 6/17 July 1787, USR 1980, 229-230.

2 On the arrangements in 1788, e.g. Smith to Christian and George Champlin, 21 July
1788, MHS, WCRIC, 788.

28 MHS, WCRIC, 1792-1801; e.g. STA 1788 (438/977); STA 1789 (276); STA 1790
(489/1016).



56

Another Providence firm, Brown, Benson & Ives, reached St Petersburg in
the same way as the Champlins. The Hope carried rice, rum and tobacco to
Copenhagen in 1788-89, but in 1790 Captain James Brown was instructed to sail
to St Petersburg to purchase hemp, iron and manufactures at E.J. Smith & Co.
The trading house had purchased them at Niels Ryberg in previous years, but
the prices and quality of the products did not meet all the demands of the
Providence merchants. In 1792 Brown, Benson & Ives sent two vessels to St
Petersburg. The solution that apparently suited all parties was for the firm'’s
vessels to leave the colonial products in Copenhagen and purchase a return
cargo in St Petersburg with a letter of credit from Ryberg.?

The trading houses in Copenhagen and Hamburg were pleased to supply
Russian products to the Americans. Thus they obviously aimed to slow down
their advance to St Petersburg. Berenberg & Gossler, a firm that had long dealt
with Stephen Girard of Philadelphia, tried to discourage their good customer
from going to St Petersburg. The Hamburg firm stated that hemp and sailcloth
could be purchased from them, and that there was no sense in carrying colonial
products to St Petersburg. Moreover, it insisted that Girard’s ship the Voltaire
(305 tons) was too large and impractical for sailing the Baltic Sea. Berenberg &
Gossler still had their customers in 1796, despite some difficulties in supplying
hemp and iron. Nevertheless, the Voltaire was sent to St Petersburg to Bulkeley,
Russell & Co. at the beginning of the following year.3? William Rodman, the
captain working for Brown, Benson & Ives, broke away from Ryberg & Co. in
1794 in a somewhat similar manner and sailed to St Petersburg. He calculated
that the Russian products were at least 15 percent cheaper there than in
Copenhagen.3!

Lack of information about markets on the Baltic and in Russia led the
Americans to try to export similar products east of the Sound to those that were
sold in Western Europe. The Champlins tried to sell tobacco from Virginia and
Maryland to Sweden, while Brown, Benson & Ives, and Derby also, took it to St
Petersburg. The results were poor.32 Derby was also very interested in
exporting rum from his own distillery to the Baltic. Rum sold, but not in such
quantities as the firm had expected.3®* Rum had its day later on. It was also

29 Brown, Benson & Ives to Edward James Smith & Co., 3 April 1790, USR 1980, 275-
276; Hedges 1968, vol. I, 40; STA 1788 (837/1268), STA 1789 (1013/1312), STA 1790
(597/1104), STA 1791 (414/871), STA 1792 (280/1033, 1121/1383), STA 1793 (85/356,
596,/978,157), STA 1795 (548 /913).

30 STA 1797 (206); Berenberg & Gossler to Girard, 16 and 20 December 1796 and 24
January 1797, Ezra Bowen to Girard, 8 May 1797, APS, GP, mf -reels 14 and 16. The
ship Voltaire entered the Baltic on 17 April, but became icebound in the Gulf of
Finland. The ship was the second vessel that arrived in St Petersburg that spring.

31 Hedges 1968, vol. I, 44; STA 1794 (1145). — According to STA, Captain Rodman
sailed from Marstrand to “the Baltic Sea”.

32 E.g. Carl Soderstrom to Christian Champlin, 16 June 1784, MHS, WCRIC, 1784;
Peabody 1926, 140-141.

3 Hedges 1968, vol. II, 40.- Henry Grieg, Derby’s agent in Gothenburg, warned against

sending rum to the North since the countries around the Baltic Sea were “corn
countries and the Rum is disguise”. Exporting rum would be as stupid as trying to
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difficult for the Americans to believe that it was not profitable to export tea
purchased in the East Indies or China to Russia via the United States.34

The Americans were newcomers in Russia, and this can be seen in the
market reports the merchants in St Petersburg sent across the Atlantic. Usually
they recommended that Russian products should be purchased. Quality and
prices were discussed in great detail. Moreover, most St Petersburg houses
warned against attempts to import North American or colonial articles.3?
According to the trading house Blandow Brothers, the consumption of, for
example, spices was rather low, and the market was dominated by the Dutch
and the Asiatisk Kompagn from Denmark. Trade in other colonial products was
so tightly controlled by the Dutch and the British that there was no room for
newcomers. Blandow Brothers emphasized the significant differences between
Russian commercial practices and those of Western Europe, pointing out for
example difficulties in getting credit and the necessity of advance payments.
Russian customs formalities and bureaucracy formed a chapter of their own.
According to the firm, business would be advanced by furnishing several
copies of ship’s papers and “big seals would not be forgotten”.36

In the early years, William Cramp was Derby’s trading partner in St
Petersburg, as he was of several other American merchants. He was probably
favoured because of his connections with Lisbon. Unlike many of his
colleagues, Cramp, of whom Derby was later for some reason suspicious,
recommended the import of colonial products. He also advised Americans to
buy Russian products in advance like the British, who controlled the market,
because iron, hemp and manufactures would be considerably cheaper in the
winter than in the navigation season.3”

Another merchant who traded with several Americans, Anthony Thiringk,
recommended that sugar, coffee, rice, cochineal and indigo should be imported
from Santo Domingo, as the Americans knew the markets of Hispaniola better
than anyone else. Thiringk emphasized that the products should be “of the best
sorts in their respective kinds, as our people are very nice and won't touch any
indifferent ones”. As Americans were generally unfamiliar with the market,
they could start by sending to merchants in St Petersburg consignments to the
value of £4000-5000, consisting of as many different articles as possible.
Thiringk returned to the question the next year. He still suggested that West

sell American butter in Sweden, which was supplied from Finland at the lowest
prices in Europe; Grieg to Derby, 9 May 1787, EI, DFP, vol. 2.

34 E.g. Benjamin Shreve to Meyer & Bruxner, 31 May/ 12 June 1810, and Shreve to
Samuel Williams, 6 June 1810, PM, BSP, vol. 5.

% E.g. E.J. Smith & Co. to Christopher and George Champlin, 23 June and 27 June 1788,
CRI 1915, 372-373.

36 Brothers Blandow to E.H. Derby, 7 November 1784, EI, DFP, vol. 5.

37 Gale, Hill, Cazalet & Co. to Derby, 4 December 1786, and 25 September 1789, EI, DFP,
vol.11; USR 1980, 215, note 2; McKey 1961, 214-215.
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Indian products should be imported, but he considered no North American
products to be suitable, except “Furrs Leather and Cotton”.38

Cargoes shipped to the Baltic at the wrong time or to the wrong place
could cause surprising losses, as the market was relatively limited. Brown,
Benson & Ives claimed that they had to sell rice from Charleston at below the
purchase price in Copenhagen in 1792, as two similar cargoes had arrived there
already earlier in the spring. The same happened again in 1796 when the
trading house carried three shipments of rice to Copenhagen and St Petersburg
after trying to sell them in France. Ryberg & Co. were said to have paid only
half of the purchase price in Charleston. These striking losses sustained by
Brown, Benson & Ives were compensated for by simultaneous, very profitable
sailings to Canton and India.®®

3.3 The Russian triangle

New England merchants tried to trade their colonial products for Russian
products in St Petersburg at the beginning of the 1780s, but this practice did not
prove very profitable. After a few years it became usual to unload cargoes
shipped across the Atlantic at Dutch and German ports on the North Sea, and in
Copenhagen. The vessels then went on to St Petersburg either in ballast or short-
loaded. Another practice was to take on a suitable cargo for Russia at Southern
European ports or in Madeira and the Azores. Some Americans carried freight.
For instance in 1791 two Virginian captains, Aaron Jeffrey of Norfolk and Daniel
Bragdon of Portland, carried British products to St Petersburg and returned with
iron, tallow and lumber to the markets of Amsterdam.40

It is very revealing that none of the nine American vessels that sailed to St
Petersburg in 1786 arrived in Elsinore direct from the United States. Instead
they sailed from Western European ports more or less in ballast. Soon after St
Petersburg was “opened” to trade it became clear that the market in, for
example, dyewood and spices, was not at all as profitable as expected.
According to STA, 99 vessels sailed to Russia in 1786-93, and only seven of
them had their port of departure in the United States. Moreover, even in those
cases the composition of the cargo makes it improbable that they all entered the
Sound directly from the America.#!

38 Thiringk to Christopher Champlin, 1/12 October 1787, USR 1980, 235-236; Thiringk
to Christopher Champlin, 30 November 1787; Thiringk to Christopher and George
Champlin, 28 July 1788, CRI 1915, 346-347, 381-382.

39 Hedges 1968, vol. 11, 41, 53-56.
40 STA 1791 (368/757, 369 /786).

4 Appendix, tables 25-26. In 1787 nine vessels sailed to Russia, none of them directly
from the United States to the Sound. In 1788 the Champlins’ brig Elizabeth was one of
nine vessels that went to St Petersburg, but she probably left her cargo of rice in
Copenhagen. In 1789 11 vessels sailed for Russia in ballast. One of them was from
Boston, and her return cargo consisted of iron from Stockholm. One of the 14 vessels
that sailed to Russia in 1790 was registered as sailing in ballast from Philadelphia to
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Of 172 American vessels that sailed into the Baltic Sea via Elsinore in 1783-
92, 88 were bound for St Petersburg, one for Riga and two for Reval 42 It was
characteristic of American trading practices that, according to the captains’
reports, only ten of the vessels sailing to Russian ports reached the Sound
directly from the United States. This meant that sailing to St Petersburg came to
involve a trade triangle: products left in Western or Southern Europe financed
purchases in St Petersburg. Thus a new instance emerged of a trading pattern
that with various different permutations was prevalent during the colonial era.
For example, exports to South Europe had been used to purchase English
manufactured goods. The aim of the Russian triangle was to purchase hemp,
iron and manufactured goods in St Petersburg. Vessels sailed there in ballast.
For example in 1794, only 14 of the 67 American vessels that sailed to the Baltic
Sea were fully loaded. 12 reported Copenhagen as their port of destination, one
Stettin and only one St Petersburg.#3> The vessels that sailed to Russia from
ports anywhere else but in Portugal or Spain were in ballast. As the vessels that
sailed from Western Europe to the Baltic Sea carried at least small amounts of
fruit and wine, Lisbon became the major “export port” for American trade with
St Petersburg.

In 1783-92, 55 vessels that sailed eastward reported Copenhagen as their
port of destination at Elsinore. However, there were only 38 vessels recorded
that sailed westward from Copenhagen. Where did the rest vanish? They were
ships that went on from Copenhagen to St Petersburg and usually from there
directly to the United States. Thus Copenhagen came to be an alternative point
on the Russian triangle and this lasted for almost thirty years. A great number
of American vessels turned back from there after purchasing hemp and iron.#
Russian products were also still purchased in Hamburg and Gothenburg by, for
example, Ebenezer and Gorman Parsons, who had as many as five vessels on
the Baltic Sea at one time 1790s.45

Although vessels sailing to St Petersburg were in ballast, those heading for
Copenhagen were not. Most American-carried cargoes presumably ended up in
Niels Ryberg & Co.’s house, which had specialized knowledge of the market for

St Petersburg at the beginning of May. Altogether 26 vessels sailed to Russia in 1791-
92, only one of them from a port of other side of the Atlantic. 24 vessels sailed to
Russia in 1793. One of them was William Gray’s ship Union, but she carried only
49,000 lbs sugar and 550 lbs coffee taken on in New York. The vessel had left the bulk
of her cargo somewhere in western Europe before she sailed to the Baltic; STA 1788
(438/977); STA 1789 (615/1344); STA 1790 (360); 1793 (319); CR 1793, NA T-201/1.

2 Appendix, tables 25-26. Captain John Green of New York, who had been sailing to
the Baltic Sea for several years, reported carrying 90 lasts salt (1620 barrels) from
Liverpool to Reval in 1791. After that Green took hemp and iron from St Petersburg
to Ostend; STA 1791 (703/830).

43 In 1791 all 12 vessels that sailed directly to St Petersburg were in ballast, except one
that carried sugar from Lisbon; see Appendix, table 26.

44 However, a few American captains reported sailing from Copenhagen to North
America in ballast; e.g. STA 1788 (330,893).

45 Parsons traded mostly with Widow Black & Co. (Blacks enke & Co.) and Ryberg in
Copenhagen, and with Brothers Blandow (Blandow & Co.) in St Petersburg; HUBL,
EGPP.



60

colonial products. According to Anthony Thiringk, Ryberg was a “perfect
master to judge” which products were suitable for Russia.*¢ This may be true,
but Ryberg had difficulties in convincing Americans of this.#” For the
Americans, the major export articles to the Baltic Sea in 1783-92 were rice,
tobacco and rum. Only ten per cent of the wine shipped and a few percent of
the tobacco ended up in St Petersburg. On average 2300 gallons of rum were
exported to St Petersburg, but 39,000 gallons to Copenhagen.

The Russian triangle, as with triangular trade in general, required
financing arrangements that could not be based on barter alone. The basic
problem on the new American trade routes in the 1780s was finding a suitable
export cargo. St Petersburg is a perfect example of this: even when the cargo
sold, the money raised was not enough to purchase a return cargo. Elias Hasket
Derby, whose vessels were “constantly busy in all parts of the world”, sold
cargoes of rice and tobacco to Lane, Son & Fraser in London who issued the
captains with letters of credit for St Petersburg.48

The captains who went on eastwards from Copenhagen often purchased
at least a part of their cargo with letters of credit received from Ryberg & Co.
For example the above-mentioned Brown, Benson & Ives, one of Ryberg’s major
customers, proceeded in that way. After using Ryberg’s letters of credit for
several years the house started to procure extra finance in London. One reason
for that was that the rice, rum and tobacco left for Ryberg was not always
enough to purchase a return cargo in St Petersburg. Ryberg was not totally
forgotten, but the firm’s vessels unloaded their cargo more and more often in
Amsterdam or Rotterdam. The captains or supercargoes who sailed to St
Petersburg had bills of exchange and letters of credit for Daniel Crommelin &
Son in Amsterdam or Dickason & Co. in London.#® A very large number of
Americans’ financial dealings in London in some way or another involved the
American Consul, Samuel Williams. He also considered Ryberg the best expert
on the Baltic and so directed those captains seeking advice to Copenhagen,
where Ryberg, for his part, directed them to Brothers Blandow.50

Not all merchants used letters of credit. The Champlins, at least, depended
on cash sales in Copenhagen and Gothenburg in the mid-1780s. Christopher
Champlin declared that he bought and sold “principally my own bottom, of
course the stock in circulation not large compared with those acting upon the
credit of others”.5! He used Spanish silver dollars as extra finance to purchase

46 Thiringk to Christopher Champlin, 30 November 1787, CRI 1915, 346-347. — Ryberg
itself had unsuccessfully tried to create direct trade connections with the United
States in 1783; see Rasch 1964, 143.

47 E.g. Ryberg & Co. to Benjamin Goodhue, 9 August 1800, EI, GFP, vol.1.

48 Lane, Son & Frazer (Lane, Sons & Frazer) to Derby, 25 May 1786, EI, DFP, vol. 1;
McKey 1961, 210, 212, 214, 381-382.

49 Hedges 1968, vol. II, 40-41. Dickason & Co. financed trade in Swedish iron,
particularly in the 1820s. The firm closed probably in 1832, and its customers
changed over to Baring Brothers & Co.; Adamson 1969, 92, note 70.

50 E.g. Williams to Richard Wheatland, 13 July 1798, EI, GFP, vol.1.
51 Champlin to William Green, 20 September 1787, MHS, WCRIC, 1787.
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Russian products.>? The need for extra finance depended, of course, on the type
of return cargo involved. It was not needed at all if only iron and hemp were
bought or if the vessel carried freight. In March 1795 Ebenezer and Gorman
Parsons of Boston advised Captain Thomas Hopkins to sail the brig Sarah to St
Petersburg with a cargo of rice and to purchase iron with all the money thus
raised. The remaining cargo space was to be filled with hemp and duck carried
as freight.53 Advice of a similar type was also later given to some of the captains
who sailed for Parsons.?*

From the very beginning from the 1780s U.S. imports from St Petersburg
concentrated on Massachusetts. According to the customs accounts of the
Sound, 177 vessels sailed from the Baltic to the North Sea in the first decade in
question, and 134 of them had departed from Russia. Almost all vessels from
Russia passed Elsinore fully loaded, and 123 reported that they were sailing
directly to the United States. Of these 77 sailed to Massachusetts (47 to Boston
and 20 to Salem), 18 to Newport and Providence, Rhode Island.>

The early phase of trade relations in the 1780s did not seem very promising
for American exports. There seemed few opportunities of penetrating the
Western European-controlled import market of St Petersburg. The situation was
different with Russian exports: the Americans were keen to purchase iron, hemp
and manufactures. At least according to Anthony Thiringk, the fact that the
Americans had entered the St Petersburg market led to increases in the prices of
commodities in the summer of 1787. This explained the low level of exports. By
contrast, American purchases increased the following summer after a fall in the
value of the rouble in relation to the sterling.5¢

The first sketchy American foreign trade statistics, which are available
from 1789 on, do not show any exports to Russia in that year. America did
export a few small consignments of sugar and tobacco in 1790-93, valued at
$2000 each on average. In the fiscal year 1791, which closed at the end of
September, 105 hogsheads of tobacco were exported, which is only a fraction of
the total exports of $17.6 million. Import figures were somewhat different: in
1791, commodities subject to ad valorem duty were imported to the value of
$233,000 (Massachusetts $190,700), and hemp and cordage, products subject to

52 E.g. Benjamin Peirce, captain of the schooner Enterprise, traded in London 9000 silver
dollars brought from Newport for Hamburg silver marks for purchases in St
Petersburg; Peirce to Samuel Fowler & Son, 8 June 1785, MHS, WCRIC, 1785.

53 Parsons to Hopkins, 3 November 1795 and Hopkins to Parsons, 6 June and 25 June
1796, HUBL, EGPP. — However, Hopkins left the major part of his cargo of rice in
London and sailed to Brothers Blandow in St Petersburg with a letter of credit and
35,400 lbs of rice. The return cargo to Boston consisted of iron and cordage; STA 1795
(837/1895).

54 E.g. Parsons to Ignatius Webber, 9 June 1798, HUBL, EGPP.
55 Appendix, table 26.

56 Thiringk to Benjamin Peirce, 6/17 July 1787, USR 1980, 229-230: Thiringk to
Christopher Champlin, 30 November 1787, and to Benjamin Peirce, 21 March 1788,
CRI 1915, 346-347, 360-361; Cramp & Bulkeley to Derby, 7 January 1788, and Hill,
Gazalet & Co. to Derby, 31 October 1788, EI, DFP, vol. 11.
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specific duty, for $26,000 and $5000, respectively.5” The pattern of American
trade at the turn of the 1790s seems fairly clear: ships sailed to St Petersburg in
ballast, and returned to America with a small selection of commodities - iron,
hemp and manufactures, which every vessel carried as part of its return cargo.
Other commodities that were occasionally imported were cordage, flax, tallow
and feathers.

57 ASPCN 1789-91. In 1791 Rhode Island’s share of the items taxed ad valorem was
$6000, that of New York $8500 and that of Pennsylvania $6100. The imports are
itemised by state only in 1790-91. Soap also belonged to this group: according to STA,
33,400 Ibs was imported from St Petersburg in 1785 and 137,000 lbs in 1793. Flaxsed
and hempseed, barley and wheat were also occasionally carried; e.g. STA 1785 (1707).



4 THE POLITICAL FRAMEWORK OF TRADE:
RUSSO-AMERICAN COMMERCIAL DIPLOMACY

4.1 Dana’s mission

Preliminary diplomatic contacts between the United States and Russia were
established in the same years as the merchants of Salem, Boston and Providence
had their first direct trading connections with St Petersburg. The starting point of
Russo-American commercial diplomacy is not difficult to identify. It is Francis
Dana’s mission to St Petersburg in 1781-83. Different interpretations exist of the
reasons for sending the Boston puritan diplomat to the court of Catherine II
Whatever else, Dana was one of the many American diplomats who tried to get
money, armed assistance or at least sympathy for the new republic from the
European courts.! The Continental Congress gave Dana, who travelled from
Paris to St Petersburg as a private person in the autumn of 1781, two main tasks:
to make Russia recognize the independence of the United States and to conclude
treaties of amity and commerce between the two countries. The treaty of
commerce was, like the treaty with France in 1778, to be based “on the terms of
the most perfect equality, reciprocity, and mutual advantage”.2

The great American interest in St Petersburg and the instructions that
were given to Dana stemmed from the fact that the 1780 Russian Declaration of
Armed Neutrality, joined also by Denmark, Sweden and Prussia, was almost
totally misunderstood in Philadelphia: it was considered to be an alliance
against the British. This was due in particular to the inclusion of points about
the right for neutral shipping similar to those the Americans themselves had
outlined when defining their objectives in the “Plan of 1776”, and that was
partially incorporated in the treaty with France of two years later. According to
the principles of armed neutrality, neutral vessels could sail in wartime to the
ports of countries at war, and the property on board belonging to those at war

1 See Paterson et al. 1983, 17; Saul 1991, 14.

2 Huntington to Dana, 18 December 1780, USR 1980, 98-100; Saul 1991, 14; Cresson
1930, 143.
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would be safe (free ships, free goods). However, neutral vessels were not to be
used to carry contraband for military purposes. The American view was that
only arms and ammunition were such. It was considered important that
blockade without adequate controls was useless. However, the objective of
Armed Neutrality was not to fight against the British but to secure the
undisturbed flow of foreign trade. In any case, Dana’s mission was to bring the
United States into this alliance.3 It is known that Dana’s unprepared mission
failed, but the principles of armed neutrality lived on. During the ensuing
decades, the Americans often took them to be objectives of Russian foreign
policy, and the Russians were continuously reminded of this.

It seemed uncertain right from the beginning that American political
objectives could be achieved. Therefore Dana concentrated on the problems of
trade between Russia and the United States as the Secretary of Foreign Affairs,
Robert Livingston, had advised him to do. Dana seems to have made himself
remarkably well-informed about them.* He considered that the future of Russo-
American trade looked bright for three main reasons. First of all, the United
States was a stable market for the most important Russian export commodities -
iron, hemp, sailcloth and cordage, and there was demand for American rice and
tobacco in Russia. Secondly, the countries no longer needed to trade via Britain
as the United States had become independent. Thirdly, the ending of English
bounties on American shipbuilding materials created new markets for Russian
commodities. Dana also sketched for the Americans the role of brokers of
colonial commodities from the West Indies.’

Dana tried to find counterarguments against British war propaganda, and
his interest in the commercial relations between the United States and Russia
was partially caused by this. This propaganda represented the colonies in revolt
as a threat to trade, making out that intensified exportation from North
America would overturn established European trade connections. According to
this propaganda Russia in particular, but also Sweden, Denmark and the
Mediterranean region would suffer from the new commercial situation.®

3 Griffiths 1970, 382-383; Cresson 1930, 266; see Bolkhovitinov 1975, 13-24. The
American privateer General Mifflin (Capt. Daniel McNeill), that had preyed on British
vessels returning from Russia in northern waters, also contributed to the declaration
of 1780; Catherine II to the Admiralty College, 26 January/ 6 February 1779, USR
1980, 65-66; see Kiiskinen 1996, 188-197.

4 Livingston to Dana, 2 March 1782, USR 1980, 136-139. On his way to St Petersburg,
Dana called at several ports, but except for Riga he considered them unimportant for
American trade; Dana to Thomas McKean, 4/15 September, 1781, USR 1980, 123-126.

5 Dana to Livingston, 17/28 June 1782, USR 1980, 152-157; Griffiths 1970, 398; Crosby
1965, 11. Stephen Sayre, who was active in St Petersburg and Archangel, planned to
start the exchange of goods between Russia and the United States via the West Indies
around the same time (1780-81); Alden 1983, 128; Griffiths 1970, 386ff.

6 This reasoning seems to have had an effect at least on the Russian Minister in
London, Ivan Simolin: “The most important and enlightened people” convinced him
of the American threat: commerce between Britain and Russia would decline, and
grain exports from the United States would cut the demand for Baltic grain in
southern Europe; Simolin to Ivan Osterman, 7/18 December 1781, and 18/29 April
1783, USR, 132-133,188; Bolkhovitinov 1976, 35; Bolkhovitinov 1975, 89; Griffiths
1970, 396-399.
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St Petersburg paid a great deal of attention to the conflict between
England and the colonies with a special concern for its influence on
international commerce in particular. For example a Committee of Foreign
Affairs estimated in a memorandum sent to Catherine II in August 1779 that
the war had been very profitable to Russia, since a part of the British trade that
had earlier been directed to the United States was now coming to St Petersburg.
It was also expected (and also Dana emphasized this) that as American hemp
growers would no longer get bounties they would give up growing the crop
and thus demand for Russia’s major export commodity would increase.”

Dana strove to disprove the claims about the threat posed by the
Americans. According to him, the English were nervous at the idea that they
were about to lose their old and advantageous monopoly as brokers in the trade
between North America and Russia. He claimed that British intervention had
increased the prices of American commodities in St Petersburg by at least a
quarter. The countries around the Baltic could hardly suffer if the Americans
were to buy iron and hemp directly from the growers and producers. Dana
wanted to convince the Russians that trade with America was advantageous
and in no way risky, and though his reasoning was somewhat theoretical, Dana
considered himself to have succeeded.? Yet he failed in almost everything else:
Russia did not recognize the independence of the United States, it did not
welcome him as a minister, and it was not interested in a commercial treaty.
N.N. Bolkovitinov, however, considers that Russia de facto recognized the
independence of the United States during Dana’s mission.’

There are several reasons for the failure of Dana’s mission: the Russians
were suspicious of the republican revolution. Moreover, the puritan politician
was not familiar with Russian diplomacy, “complex boudoir politics”, and,
without support from the French, he was pushed into the background by
British diplomacy.!? David Griffiths argues that the failure was caused by wide
gap which existed from the start between Russia’s and the United States’
expectations of a treaty. Moreover, the rebellious colonies did not in fact have
very much respect for the politics of St Petersburg. The major objectives of
Russia’s foreign policy were focussed upon Turkish questions, and good
relations with London were a condition for making headway there. This
underlying situation may have remained obscure to Dana.!!

Several political leaders in the United States were influenced by
revolutionary ideas, and thus had ambitious plans for the new republic to
assume an important role in commercial politics.!? Their starting point was the

7 Report of the College of Foreign Affairs to Catherine II, 5 August 1779, USR 1980, 69-
74; Bolkhovitinov 1975, 11, 87-89.

8 Dana to Livingston, 17/28 June, 18/29 September, and 10/21 December 1782, USR
1980, 152-56, 165-67, 171-72.

9 Bolkhovitinov 1975, 25, 28.
10 Bolkhovitinov 1975, 26-27; Cresson 1930, 251.
1 Griffiths 1970, 379-80, 400-01, 408.

12 Eckes 1995, 2ff. However Silas Deane, for example, stated that the Americans had
nothing to offer to Russia but rice and indigo. Deane suspected that Russia and the
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understanding that the free exchange of goods liberated from mercantilist
regulations would benefit all parties. Commercial treaties were needed to
guarantee this freedom. On the other hand, there were those who emphasized
that the United States was essentially a producer of agricultural crops and raw
materials and thus its future was also agrarian. Yet it would not be a threat to
Europe, and the Russians need not worry about their grain markets. There
would be no competition as the Atlantic Ocean prevented efficient large-scale
freight carrying. John Adams, for example, contended that he found it difficult
to imagine that commercial competition could arise between two countries so
far apart as the United States and Russia. Two continents would offer enough
markets for both.13

Though the members of Congress with trading interests in iron, hemp and
rice would have liked Dana to stay in St Petersburg, the Continental Congress
invited him back home at a point when the Minister himself believed that he
was close to concluding a treaty. Also Robert Livingston, who was in charge of
the foreign policy of the Continental Congress, would have still waited, as the
peace treaty between England and the United States lacked only signatures.
Thus, Russia would not have needed to fear London’s indignation if the Russo-
American treaty of commerce had been concluded. Justified or not, the fact that
some bribes were necessary to start the negotiation in the Russian Court became
a threshold question. This could not be accepted. Dana left St Petersburg
frustrated in August 1783.14

The upset to Russo-American trade relations at the beginning of the 1780s
was because of the political repercussions of the war. There was no further
contact with St Petersburg, particularly as the Continental Congress wished to
stay outside European politics. Indeed the assistant superintendent of finance of
the Confederation, Gouverneur Morris, who usually considered foreign trade
important for his country, had already concluded by the autumn of 1783 that
there was no point in developing relations with Russia:!?

“We have nothing to do with the Empress of all the Russians. We cannot conveniently carry
any traffic with her dominions for various reasons which much be assigned, such as for
instance: that we produce commodities similar to hers and very few to exchange with her,
none indeed of consequence but rice; that the distance is too great; that the poverty both of
their subjects and our own requires an advance of capital to each, etc.”

After Dana’s mission, the question of a commercial treaty between Russia and
the United States was not officially discussed for another fifteen years. There
was an attempt to explore the possibilities for such a treaty in the 1780s

United States were competing with each other for the same markets for tobacco and
several other products; Deane to Jesse Root, 20 May 1781, USR 1980, 116-117; see
McCoy 1980 ff.; Spivak 1985, 33-34; Setser 1937, 4ff.

13 Adams to John Jay, 4 August 1779, and to Jean Luzack, 15 September 1780, USR 1980,
67, 86-85; see Griffiths 1970, 392.

14 Dana to Robert Livingston, 17/28 June 1782, USR 1980, 152-57; Saul 1991, 16-17;
Griffiths 1970, 406.

15 Morris to John Jay, 25 September 1783, USR 1980, 212-213; see McCoy 1980, 96.
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through the Russian Embassy in Paris, but no response was forthcoming.1¢
There was no real commercial need for the treaty, as the equality or reciprocity
the Americans sought, however it was understood, was effectively practised in
Russia: foreign merchants, vessels and commodities were treated in an equal
way regardless of their nationality. The differential duties of the United States
were not a problem for Russia as ships of its own sailing to North America
were virtually nonexistent.

4.2 The gains and losses of neutrality

The outbreak of war between England and France in February 1793 marked the
beginning of an exceptional period of trade for the United States and also for
Russo-American trade relations. The United States, which declared its
neutrality in April 1793, was able to make use of the situation commercially
right from the beginning, and it attempted to avoid all political commitments.
However, political isolation and expansion of trade were not possible
simultaneously in the long term.

The neutrality of trade was the cornerstone of American commercial and
foreign policy. However, during the war, both Britain and France and their
allies either denied neutrality or interpreted it in ways suitable for their own
purposes. In 1793, France opened its colonies to the trade of neutral countries,
while the British Orders in Council aimed at restricting it. The French
responded by adopting the English interpretation that the produce of a hostile
country even on a neutral ship gave the right to seizure.”

The British accepted the so-called broken voyage principle up until the
Essex Decision in 1805. Before that produce carried, for example, from the
French West Indies to the United States that had paid import duties there could
be carried to the port of destination as neutral cargoes. This practice made
massive re-export possible. The United States made probably the biggest
concessions as far as demands for neutrality are concerned in the contentious
Jay’s Treaty concluded with the British on 19 November 1794. At least
according to the French interpreta