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Abstract. When and why did Brazilian cotton become important to the Industrial
Revolution in Britain? Between  and , Brazilian cotton represented  per
cent of raw cotton imports in Liverpool, rivalling those from the West Indies.
Using archival data between  and , this paper shows that Brazil benefitted
from increasing British demand for a new variety of cotton staple that emerged
with mechanised textile production. Previous explanations for the rise of Brazilian
cotton trade attributed it to the revolutions in the Caribbean in the s, and the
American War of Independence, which ended in . Evidence, however, suggests
that these explanations are incomplete or incorrect. The United States did not
export cotton to Britain before , and British imports from the West Indies did
not fall after the revolutions.
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When and why did Brazilian cotton become important for the Industrial
Revolution in Britain? During the last two decades of the eighteenth
century, exports of cotton manufactures from Britain increased from
£, in  to £,, in . Higher cotton consumption after
 was the result of several technological improvements that increased prod-
uctivity in textile production, which led to raw cotton progressively replacing
sheep wool in Britain’s textile industry. Declining costs allowed the
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production of finer-quality fabrics and an increased growth in British indus-
trial exports. The British West Indies, and some Mediterranean regions, pro-
vided most of the raw cotton used in Britain throughout the eighteenth
century. With the emergence of calico and muslin production, however,
British producers started to look for cotton with longer staples than the
Mediterranean could provide, and, through Portuguese mediation, Brazil
was thus able to increase its relevance to the British textile sector.
During the s and s, with the increased use of the water frame and

the spinning mule to spin cotton, both calicoes and muslins needed longer-
stapled raw cotton. Cotton grown in South America had the characteristics
necessary for producing finer yarns and, given this initial geographic advantage,
Brazil provided  per cent of Liverpool’s raw cotton imports between 
and , rivalling important traditional suppliers such as the West Indies.
The United States had only  per cent of the Liverpool cotton market at
the time because exports of its upland (or short-staple) cotton were still con-
strained by ginning technology. Moreover, upland cotton, despite having a
longer staple than the ‘Asian’ species, was of lower quality compared to
Brazilian cotton.

Scholars have previously highlighted the connection between Brazilian
cotton and British textile production. Roberto Simonsen, in , and
Caio Prado Jr., in , observed that the rise in cotton consumption by
English factories fostered Brazilian cotton exports after . Almost all
Brazilian cotton came from Maranhão and Pernambuco (which originally
occupied larger geographical areas than today). While cotton in
Pernambuco was as important as sugar by the end of the eighteenth
century, cotton was Maranhão’s main export and launched a ‘golden age’
that lasted until the first quarter of the nineteenth century. The increase in
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exports was part of Brazil’s resurgence in agricultural production that helped
reinvigorate Portugal’s economy at the end of the eighteenth century.
Through re-exports from Lisbon, Brazilian cotton went overwhelmingly to
Britain and became the centrepiece in the reversal of the trade balance
between the two countries, a desired economic outcome in the mercantilist
age. Manchester newspapers often advertised cotton from Maranhão,
Pernambuco, or simply ‘Brazil’ in the s.

Scholars have offered two complementary explanations for Brazil’s rise as a
cotton exporter to Britain. One of these explanations argues that the US War
of Independence, between  and , enabled the rise of Brazilian
cotton. The problem with this argument is that North America did not
export cotton to Britain before . Another (and more influential) explan-
ation in the literature is related to the revolutions in the British and French
Caribbean colonies in the last decade of the eighteenth century, combined
with Portugal’s neutral stance in Europe’s political upheavals. According
to this argument, the revolutions disrupted production in the islands and
Brazil became the short-term alternative replacement for the Caribbean
supply. However, this article draws upon newly collected archival data on
the British cotton trade and shows that Britain managed to acquire important
territories from the Netherlands during the s that allowed a continuous
expansion of the cotton supply from the West Indies. As such, the
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Caribbean revolutions could not have had the effect on cotton exports from
Brazil that some scholars have stated.
This article argues that rather than being connected to market shocks, the

increase in Brazilian cotton exports was related to changes in the quality of the
fabrics during the early stages of the Industrial Revolution. Previous research
by Giorgio Riello, John Styles and others has shown that innovation in textile
production during the early period of the Industrial Revolution was evident
not only in new machinery, but also in improved materials. The lighter,
better-quality fabrics that emerged after  benefitted from the largest
decline in textile prices at the end of the eighteenth century and required a
different variety of cotton from the one previously used in Britain.

Evidence supporting these arguments comes from several archival sources,
some of which deserve closer examination. The first of these is provided by
the British Ledgers of Imports and Exports, which list trade figures between
British ports and foreign countries until . The second source is con-
tained in the statistical tables from the Inspector General of Imports and
Exports, presented in the States of Navigation, Commerce and Revenue,
which provide foreign trade data between  and . The foreign
trade books tabulate the quantity and the ‘official value’ for different products,
although only the figures related to quantities are useful, since official values
were recorded in fixed prices from , not market prices.Other documents
were used to check for data consistency: Portuguese trade balances, reports
from textile manufacturers in Manchester, as well as documents from the
British Board of Trade, the Colonial Office, and the Foreign Office.
The following sections explain why Brazil became a key supplier of cotton

to Britain during the early period of the Industrial Revolution. After
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presenting information on the suppliers of raw cotton to Britain, ‘Cotton
Quality and Market Segmentation’ explains how the longer fibre of the
Brazilian cotton gave it a natural advantage over species cultivated in other
regions. ‘Portugal and the Beginning of Cotton Production in Brazil’ shows
that, in terms of supply, cotton plantations in Brazil managed to rapidly
respond to Britain’s increasing demand after the s by taking advantage
of the policies adopted by the Portuguese government to promote
Portugal’s cotton industry in the s. Finally, ‘West Indies Cotton’ pro-
vides new information that does not support previous explanations about
the West Indies’ role in the rise of Brazilian cotton trade. Cotton from the
West Indies was not a viable alternative to Brazilian cotton because it could
not be used to produce finer calicoes, muslins, nor other high-quality products,
such as hosiery.

Early Sources of Supply of Raw Cotton to Britain

The end of the eighteenth century saw cotton goods gradually replace woollens
in British textile manufacturing. Cotton was already being imported by British
producers at the beginning of the eighteenth century, but quantities remained
low until the s. After a steady rise in the decades that followed, the
emergence of new technology such as spinning machines produced an increase
in raw cotton consumption ‘from  million [lb] in  to  million in
’. During the last two decades of the eighteenth century, cotton was
the fastest-growing sector in the British economy, while other textile indus-
tries, such as woollens, stagnated.

Notwithstanding the textile industry’s high output growth rate in the
s, increasing prices raised fears about cotton scarcity and alarmed the
textile industry. John Styles argues that this initial shortage created incentives
to produce finer yarn that could reduce the amount of cotton required. In
, before the adoption of better spinning technologies, the government,
in order to mitigate possible shortages, enacted the Free Port Act, which
allowed trade with some French and Spanish colonies. The Act – renewed
in  – contained a clause abolishing the duty of . per cent on raw

 Ellison, The Cotton Trade of Great Britain, p. .
 Alfred P. Wadsworth and Julia de Lacy Mann, The Cotton Trade and Industrial Lancashire,

– (Manchester: Manchester University Press, ), p. .
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, Vol.  (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, ), p. .
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cotton imports. In the s, both the mechanisation of cotton spinning
and the end of laws requiring linen to be used in some cotton textiles were
the first steps that increased production of finer yarns, turning cotton into a
commercial success. Before , the use of linen had been a necessity,
since the spinning technology could not produce a thread strong enough to
serve as the warp (the yarn that is held stationary in tension on the loom).

The increased demand for British calicoes and muslins during the late eight-
eenth century was the result of higher domestic income and increasing foreign
demand. In addition to the sales of coarse cotton used by slaves in New
World plantations, the expansion of cotton production in the final years of
the eighteenth century was closely linked to the finer textiles which were in
particular demand by the high wage economy of British North America.

Around , foreign trade in cotton textiles was growing so fast that manu-
facturers were unable to meet overseas demand.

Figure  collates information on Britain’s raw cotton imports before the
productivity increase in cotton manufacturing during the s and s.
Despite the rise in imports after the Free Port Act of , the British
textile industry increased its supply of foreign cotton not from the
Caribbean but through Smyrna cotton, imported from Turkey. Between
 and , the decade after the first Free Port Act, Turkey exported
approximately  million lb of cotton, accounting for  per cent of total
British cotton imports from foreign nations. Italy, which re-exported
cotton from the Levant (present-day Syria and Lebanon), was the second
 Wadsworth and Mann, The Cotton Trade and Industrial Lancashire, –, p. .

Demands for raw cotton constituted one of several petitions regarding trade that led to
the Free Port Acts. For a detailed discussion see Frances Armytage, The Free Port System
in the British West Indies: A Study in Commercial Policy, – (London: Longmans,
Green and Co., ), pp. –.

  Geo. , c. , in A Collection of all the Statutes now in Force, Relating to the Duties of Excise
in England (London: Charles Eyre and Andrew Strahan, Printers to the King, ), p. ;
Patrick O’Brien, Trevor Griffiths and Philip Hunt, ‘Political Components of the Industrial
Revolution: Parliament and the English Cotton Textile Industry, –’, The Economic
History Review, :  (), p. , doi: ./.

 Riello, Cotton, p. .
 Michael M. Edwards, The Growth of the British Cotton Trade, – (Manchester:

Manchester University Press, ), p. ; Robert C. Allen, The British Industrial
Revolution in Global Perspective, st edn (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University
Press, ), p. .

 Styles, ‘Fashion, Textiles and the Origins of Industrial Revolution’, pp. –; Peter
H. Lindert and Jeffrey G. Williamson, Unequal Gains: American Growth and Inequality
since  (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, ).

 Joseph E. Inikori and Stanley L. Engerman, The Atlantic Slave Trade: Effects on Economies,
Societies and Peoples in Africa, the Americas, and Europe (Durham, NC: Duke University
Press, ), p. .

 TNA, ref. T //: Treasury. Miscellaneous Records. Trade Returns. Textiles. ‘
Xmas– Xmas Quantity of Cotton Wool of Foreign Growth Imported each Year,
under Countries’.  Feb. .
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supplier of Mediterranean cotton. Even with an increase in exports, French
and Spanish islands in the Caribbean represented only . per cent of the
cotton supply. Throughout the decade, the British West Indies continued
to be the main supplier of raw cotton, exporting around  million lb of
cotton, with Dominica, Grenada and Jamaica accounting for . per cent
of total trade.

Before the s, Brazil’s participation in the British cotton market was still
negligible. Britain first noticed Maranhão’s economic potential in  when
the British consul in Lisbon, reporting on the departure of ships to Rio de
Janeiro and Maranhão, stated that the latter was an ‘improving colony’
abounding with ‘coffee, cocoa, sugar, tobacco, and cotton’. However,
initial interest in Maranhão was focused on its rice production, rather than
cotton. In a  report, the British consul observed that the increase in
rice exports from Maranhão could ‘render unnecessary the cargo supplies
which this kingdom now receives from South Carolina’. Cotton initially
received scant attention from the British consul because it was not exported
in the s. Despite some evidence that Maranhão cotton was first exported
in , most accounts point to  as the date of the first shipment to

Figure . Total Raw Cotton Imports into Britain, –
W

ei
gh

t (
lb
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Source: Wadsworth and Mann, The Cotton Trade and Industrial Lancashire, –, p. .

 TNA, ref. T //: Treasury. Miscellaneous Records. Trade Returns. Textiles. ‘
Xmas– Xmas Quantity of Cotton Wool Imported from British Colonies’.  Feb. .

 TNA, ref. SP //: State Paper Office.  June , fol. .
 TNA, ref. SP //: State Paper Office.  Jan. .
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Portugal. Exports of raw cotton from Pernambuco to Portugal began in
, but the volume was not significant until .

Nineteenth-century writers studying the cotton trade, such as Henry
Smithers, Edward Baines and John Branner, dated Brazilian cotton’s first
exports to England to . Smithers noted that there was a very dirty
cotton ‘from Maranham’. Subsequent studies point to an even earlier
date –  – when Britain imported approximately £-worth of cotton
from Brazil. James Lang, too, argued that much of Maranhão’s cotton pro-
duction between  and  was destined for England. In the British
trade ledgers from  to , the first entry for raw cotton of
Portuguese provenance appears in . Moreover, a Treasury document
entitled ‘An Account of All Cotton Wool of Foreign Growth Imported
into England’, containing data on the period between  and ,
shows cotton coming from Portugal in . Table  compares the data
from the Customs House with documents from Robert Walpole, the
British consul in Lisbon in the s, and shows that despite the existence
of imports in the s, it was only in the s that cotton from Brazil
became noticeable to British manufacturers. Reports from British merchants
listing the commodities that were exported from Maranhão and Pernambuco
during the s also show that cotton was not considered an important
product.

 José Jobson de Andrade Arruda, O Brasil no comércio colonial (São Paulo: Editora Atica,
), p. ; Jerônimo de Viveiros, História do comércio do Maranhão, Vol.  (São Luís:
Associação Comercial Maranhão, ); Cesar Augusto Marques, Diccionario historico-
geographico da provincia do Maranhão (Maranhão: Typ. do Frias, ), http://www.
senado.leg.br/bdsf/handle/id/ (last access  March ).

 Manuel Arruda da Câmara, Memoria sobre a cultura dos algodoeiros e sobre o methodo de o
escolher, e ensacar (Lisbon: Officina da Casa Litteraria, ), p. .

 Henry Smithers, Liverpool, Its Commerce, Statistics, and Institutions: With a History of the
Cotton Trade (Liverpool: T. Kaye, ); Edward Baines, History of the Cotton
Manufacture in Great Britain (London: R. Fisher and P. Jackson, ); John Branner,
Cotton in the Empire of Brazil; the Antiquity, Methods and Extent of Its Cultivation,
Together with Statistics of Exportation and Home Consumption (Washington, DC: US
Department of Agriculture, ). Branner cites Joseph Lyman, Cotton Culture with an
Additional Chapter on Cotton Seed and its Uses, by J. R. Sypher (New York: Orange Judd
and Co., ).

 Smithers, Liverpool, Its Commerce, Statistics, and Institutions, p. .
 Violet Mary Shillington and Annie Beatrice Wallis Chapman, The Commercial Relations of

England and Portugal (London: G. Routledge and Sons, ).
 James Lang, Portuguese Brazil: The King’s Plantation (New York: Academic Press, ),

p. .
 TNA, ref. CUST : ‘Ledgers of Imports and Exports’.
 TNA, ref. T //: ‘ Xmas– Xmas Quantity of Cotton Wool of Foreign

Growth Imported Each Year’.
 TNA, ref. SP //: State Paper Office.  July .
 TBNA, ‘Further Extract from Memorials of the British Consul and Factory at Lisbon’, The
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Brazil’s growing share in the British cotton trade after  first came about
following a realisation by the British that the British West Indies could not
increase their exports at the rate demanded by the textile industry. Not only
did cotton from islands in the Caribbean have to compete for agricultural
space with other profitable commodities, such as sugar, but, in addition, the
new production of muslins and calicoes required a different quality of
cotton from that provided by Mediterranean sources. The demand for
Smyrna cotton, which was used to produce fustians (heavy textiles) and
coarser cloths, began to decline around the end of the eighteenth century
because its short staple and strength were not suitable for the increasingly
mechanised processing of yarns. Levant cotton was also inferior to West
Indies cotton, its fibres considered a ‘physical objection’ to the production
of anything but coarse goods.

The increasing mechanisation of cotton textile production after  led to
a large increase in the demand for longer and more resistant fibres to be used as
warp. Most of the new demand was for varieties from the Americas, initially
from Brazil and later – with improvements in gins for processing the ‘fuzzy-
seed’ upland cotton – from the United States. Stimulated by the

Table . Portugal’s Raw Cotton Re-Exports to Britain, –
Port of Londona All Portsb

Date Bags Weight (lb) Value (£) Weight (lb)

  ,  No data
   No data
    
   ,
    
    
 ,  ,
  , , ,
 , , ,
 , , ,
 ,  ,
  ,  ,
  , , No data
  ,  No data

Sources: a Customs House data, TNA, ‘Ledgers of Imports and Exports’; b Data from Robert
Walpole (British consul in Lisbon), TNA, ‘ Xmas– Xmas Quantity of Cotton Wool
of Foreign Growth Imported Each Year’.

 Riello, Cotton; Styles, ‘Fashion, Textiles and the Origins of Industrial Revolution’, p. .
 Wadsworth and Mann, The Cotton Trade and Industrial Lancashire, –, pp. ;

; Charles Mackenzie, Facts, Relative to the Present State of the British Cotton Colonies:
And to the Connection of Their Interests with Those of the Mother Country (Edinburgh:
T. Bryce and Co., ), p. .

 Lakwete, Inventing the Cotton Gin, pp. –.
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‘representations of the English manufacturers’, traditional suppliers such as
the East India Company initially attempted, without success, to improve the
quality of cotton exported to England from Asian sources. The adoption
of British machinery by US manufacturers in the early days of industrialisation
serves as an example of the importance of differences in cotton varieties in pro-
duction. As spinning initially used mainly Cayenne and Surinam cotton
(related to the Brazilian variety), cotton manufacturers in Massachusetts
planned to petition Congress in  for an additional duty on imported
cotton goods, aiming to apply the duty for ‘raising […] cotton in the southern
states, of a quality and clearness suitable to be wrought by machines’.

Table  presents re-exports to Britain of raw cotton from colonies of
European nations and shows the decline after  from ‘eastern sources’,
such as Turkey and Italy. The Netherlands, with its colonies Demerara and
Surinam, was also an important supplier before it went to war with Britain
in . France’s re-exports from its colonies in the West Indies temporarily
increased after , until fierce disputes with Britain flared up again a decade
later. By contrast, Portugal’s continued growth in trade after  stands out.
One aspect worth mentioning regarding trading data for the end of the

eighteenth century concerns smuggling. Several authors argue that the
Portuguese trade monopoly, in a period of increasing demand for raw
cotton in international markets, led to an increase in illicit trade by British
merchants on the Brazilian coast. However, as smuggling was a widespread
activity and affected other regions as well, it seems fair to assume that it did
not create a significant bias in the data for cotton imports from Portugal.

Illegal trade was also rampant between English and Dutch colonies in the
Caribbean and with the United States. With this caveat, the next section
explains in more detail the relation between cotton quality and the rise in
the Brazilian cotton trade at the end of the eighteenth century.

Cotton Quality and Market Segmentation

The variety of cotton cultivated in Brazil is crucial for explaining the increase
in imports by British textile manufacturers during the last two decades of the
 Donnell, Chronological and Statistical History of Cotton, p. .
 Ibid., p. .
 In , because of smuggling, Portugal’s de facto leader the Marquês de Pombal issued an

edict banning the vessels from English colonies from docking at Brazilian ports: Novais,
Portugal e Brasil na crise do antigo sistema colonial (–), p. .

 Contemporary reports show contraband between the West Indies and Brazil: The Times
Digital Archive – (www.gale.com; subscription only), hereafter TDA, ‘The
Island of Martinique’, The Times,  May , no. , p. .

 John H. Coatsworth, ‘American Trade with European Colonies in the Caribbean and South
America, –’, The William and Mary Quarterly, :  (April ), p. , doi:
./.
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eighteenth century. British production of calicoes, previously imported from
India, began in  and rapidly affected the imports of raw cotton.

Smyrna cotton, which was the variety of cotton most in demand other than
cotton from the West Indies, could not be used for the warp in the new
cotton fabrics. With the increases in mechanisation in textile production
in the s, Manchester’s manufacturers required a fibre long enough and
resistant enough not to break during cotton spinning. For example, the
records of the weaving business Cardwell, Birley and Hornby in Manchester
show that they were buying cotton from Maranhão in the s. As for
the West Indies, contemporary accounts from the late eighteenth century indi-
cate that the islands supplied raw cotton used to manufacture items of lower
quality, while the northern parts of South America supplied raw material for
finer and lighter fabrics.

The quality of West Indies raw cotton, despite being superior to Smyrna’s,
was of increasing concern in the s due to its weak fibre resistance.

Cotton manufacturers from Manchester expressed concern over the quality
of cotton from the West Indies in : in a document to the Lords

Table . Share of Raw Cotton Re-Exports from Europe to Britain (%)
Period Portugal Netherlands France Spain Italy Turkey

– . . . . . .
– . . . . . .
– . . . . . .
– . . . . . .
– . . . . . .
– . . . . . .
– . . . . . .
– . . . . . .
– . . . . . .
– . . . . . .

Sources: –, TNA, ‘ Xmas– Xmas Quantity of Cotton Wool of Foreign
Growth Imported Each Year’; –, TNA, ‘States of Navigation, Commerce and
Revenue’.
Note: Percentages do not total  owing to omissions, rounding and errors in the primary
sources.

 Ellison, The Cotton Trade of Great Britain, p. ; Bryan Edwards, The History, Civil and
Commercial, of the British West Indies, Vol. , th edn (London: G. and W. B. Whittaker,
), p. .

 Baines, Cotton Manufacture in Great Britain, p. .
 David Macpherson and Adam Anderson, Annals of Commerce, Manufactures, Fisheries, and

Navigation, with Brief Notices of the Arts and Sciences Connected with Them.,  vols., Vol. 
(London: Nichols, ).

 The John Rylands Library, Manchester, Wadsworth Manuscripts, ‘Messrs Cardwell, Birley
and Hornby: Stock and Ledger Books’, Stock book  (–), Eng MS .

 Smithers, Liverpool, Its Commerce, Statistics, and Institutions, p. .
 Edwards, The History, Civil and Commercial, of the British West Indies, p. .
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Committee of Privy Council for Trade, a spokesman for the industrialists
wrote that, while it was ‘extremely desirous’ that the government should
promote the cultivation of cotton in British dominions ‘in order to prevent
the great importations from other foreign powers’, the West Indies did not
usually cultivate the finest cottons. The finest cottons near the Caribbean
were grown in Cayenne and Tobago – ‘the former is very near the continent
of South America and the latter much inferior in quality to Siam or Brazil’.

Of the different species used in textile production after , most staples
characterised as ‘superior’ were derived from the species G. barbadense, which
was indigenous to South America. One important advantage of the G. bar-
badense variety was its weak fibre attachment to the seed, which did not require
the saw-gin technology later used on the ‘fuzzy-seed’ or ‘green-seed’ cotton
(G. hirsutum) cultivated in the United States. Descriptions of different
species stated that, before the widespread use of saw-gins, the wool in the
green-seed cotton was so firmly attached to the seed that it was not profitable
to have it prepared for the market. If this problem were solved (which did
eventually happen), green-seed cotton would ‘doubtless be a valuable acquisi-
tion to the muslins manufactory’.

A  description of different seeds grown in Brazil provides evidence that
planters knew about the green-seed cotton, which produced a ‘strong yarn’,
enabling the production of ‘delicate’ fabrics. The most important cotton
staple was known as ‘Maranhão cotton’ (which, despite its name, was culti-
vated more in Pernambuco than in Maranhão); this produced a longer
staple and could be prepared by hand or simple roller gins. As international
seed exchange seemed to be fairly common, with cotton plants developing a
range of characteristics in different regions, the ‘Maranhão’ cotton may
have been the source of the US Sea Island cotton. The possible link
between Pernambuco cotton and Sea Island is reinforced by records of
Brazilian planters from the beginning of the nineteenth century stating that

 TNA, ref. BT /: Board of Trade. Miscellanea. Cotton. –, fol. .
 Lakwete, Inventing the Cotton Gin.
 Bryan Edwards, Arthur Broughton and William Young, The History, Civil and Commercial,

of the British Colonies in the West Indies, Vol.  (London: Printed for John Stockdale,
Piccadilly, ), p. . This is a new edition of Edwards, The History, Civil and
Commercial, of the British West Indies (), which was cited in note .

 José de Sá Bettencourt, Memoria sobre a plantação dos algodões, e sua exportação; sobre a de-
cadencia de lavoura de mandiocas, no termo da villa de Camamú, comarca dos Ilhéos, governo
da Bahia, appresentada, e offerecida a sua alteza real o Principe do Brazil nosso senhor
([Lisbon]: Na Officina de Simão Thaddeo Ferreira, ), pp. –.

 On ‘Maranhão cotton’, Gossypium de Lin (also a barbadense variety), see Câmara, Memoria
sobre a cultura dos algodoeiros, p. ; John Forbes Royle, On the Culture and Commerce of
Cotton in India and Elsewhere; with an Account of the Experiments Made by the Hon. East
India Company up to the Present Time (London: Smith, Elder, ), p. .
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these staples had similar buyers in British markets. The best samples were
also used for high-end markets, such as lace in the case of Sea Island cotton
and hosiery for Pernambuco cotton.

Various sources attest to the high quality of Brazilian cotton at the end of
the eighteenth century. Manchester cotton manufacturers classified raw
cotton based on their ‘general estimation’ of the market. The most esteemed
cotton was that from Malacca and the Kingdom of Siam; the next, such as
Pernambuco and Maranhão, came from Brazil, and the third most favoured
type was from Demerara, Surinam and Cayenne. The cotton that occupied
the lowest position in the Manchester manufacturers’ evaluation was that
from the West Indies. A source from France in  also graded different
staples, classifying West Indian cotton in three grades: Cayenne (of which
very little was produced), Saint Domingue and Guadeloupe. According to
‘a Mr Bennet’, writing in the Transactions of the Society of Arts in , the
‘superiority of Brazilian cotton over all others had been recognised’. In his
 work entitled ‘A Memoir about the Cultivation of Cotton’, the
Portuguese author Manuel Câmara wrote that cotton from Maranhão,
which grew into a bigger bush than the ordinary cotton plant, was regarded
as a superior kind. For Câmara, the ‘stiffer and longer fibre’ characterised
the quality of Maranhão’s most common cotton plant.

Brazilian cotton maintained its prestigious position even when new suppli-
ers entered the market. James Butterworth in the s attributed a lower
commercial value to the three main types of cotton from the United
States – Bowed Georgia, Tennessee and New Orleans. According to the

 Raimundo José de Souza Gayoso, Compendio historico-politico dos principios da lavoura do
Maranhão (Paris: Officina de P.-N. Rougeron, ), p. .

 Abraham Rees, ‘Cotton’, in The Cyclopædia; Or, Universal Dictionary of Arts, Sciences, and
Literature (London: Longman, Hurst, Rees, Orme and Brown, ), vol. .

 For an early typology of cotton varieties, see Roland de la Platière, Encyclopédie méthodique:
Manufactures, arts et métiers (Paris: Panckoucke, Libraire, ), p. .

 TNA, ref. BT /: Board of Trade. Miscellanea. Cotton. –, fol. .
 Wadsworth and Mann, The Cotton Trade and Industrial Lancashire, –, p. .
 Ibid.
 Câmara, Memoria sobre a cultura dos algodoeiros, p. .
 Ibid.; for other descriptions of Maranhão’s cotton quality, see Dias, A Companhia Geral do

Grão Pará e Maranhão (–), p. ; Francisco de Assis Leal Mesquita, Vida e morte
da economia algodoeira do Maranhão: Uma análise das relações de produção na cultura do
algodão, / (São Luís: Universidade Federal do Maranhão, ).

 James Butterworth, A Complete History of the Cotton Trade: Including Also, that of the Silk,
Calico-Printing, & Hat Manufactories; with Remarks on Their Progress in Bolton, Bury,
Stockport, Blackburn, and Wigan, to Which Is Added, an Account of the Chief Mart of
These Goods, the Town of Manchester (Manchester: C. W. Leake, ), p. . Georgia
was the most common variety as early as , but its resulting fabric was considered ‘not
wholly satisfactory’: G. W. Daniels, ‘American Cotton Trade with Liverpool under the
Embargo and Non-Intercourse Acts’, The American Historical Review, :  (Jan. ),
p. , doi: ./.
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author, inferior textiles used these staples, and they could not compete with the
quality of cotton from Pernambuco. Among the  best-known cotton suppli-
ers, Butterworth listed the varieties with greatest commercial value, in the fol-
lowing decreasing order: Sea Island Georgia, Bourbon (East Indies),
Pernambuco, Cayenne (Surinam), Bahia and Maranhão. In , Antônio
Pereira do Lago stated that European markets preferred Pernambuco’s
cotton to Maranhão’s, although the latter was superior to the ones from
Guadeloupe and Saint Domingue.

The quality of Pernambuco cotton is also mentioned by merchants: in a
letter to England dated , Guilherme Warren, a merchant in Rio de
Janeiro, wrote that Pernambuco cotton was much esteemed in British
markets, and had a quality comparable to cotton produced in the United
States, and that other Brazilian regions could easily expand their production
to meet the growing demand for cotton in Europe. In a short pamphlet
London cotton broker Roger Hunt stated that prior to  Pernambuco
cotton was estimated in Britain ‘chiefly for the fineness and silkiness of its
staple’. Such qualitative evidence is consistent with differences in prices in
British markets. Figure  shows that Pernambuco’s cotton received on
average higher prices than did Georgia, Surinam and Demerara cottons, the
latter two being among the highest-quality West Indies staples.
The commercial value of cotton varied according to the difference in the

resistance and length of staple, given that spinning machines required a fibre
that would not break easily and halt production. Shorter fibres were also
more difficult to spin and resulted in a coarser product. The way to
measure the quality of textiles was through mass density – spinning count clas-
sified fabric fineness – and the metric was the number of hanks of yarn spun
from a pound of cotton wool. More rudimentary machinery, such as the
spinning jenny, could not produce high-count yarns at a competitive
price. The first technological improvement that raised productivity in cali-
coes was the water frame, which had been employed in the manufacture of pro-
ducts with counts of up to  hanks/lb. After , Crompton’s mule

 Antônio Bernardino Pereira do Lago, Estatística histórico-geográfica da província do
Maranhão (São Paulo: Editora Siciliano, ), p. . The same argument was made by
Gayoso, a cotton planter in Maranhão, in : Gayoso, Compendio historico-politico dos
principios da lavoura do Maranhão.

 José Jobson de Andrade Arruda, Uma colônia entre dois impérios: A abertura dos portos bra-
sileiros – (Bauru (SP): Cátedra Jaime Cortesão, ), p. .

 Roger Hunt, Observations upon Brazil Cotton Wool for the Information of the Planter, and
with a View to Its Improvement (London: Steel, Printer, ), p. .

 Thomas Woodhouse, Yarn Counts and Calculations (London: H. Frowde and Hodder and
Stoughton, ).

 C. P. Brooks, Cotton Manufacturing, rd edn (London: Blackburn, ). A hank is 
yards ( m) in length.

 Allen, The British Industrial Revolution in Global Perspective, p. .
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combined elements from older spinning machines and the water frame and
increased productivity of finer fabrics. Whereas there were still more water
frame spindles than mules in use in the s, the mule progressively replaced
the water frame in the following decade, due to its superior technology.

Aside from making it possible to manufacture yarns finer than those made
on water frames, Crompton’s invention significantly reduced production
costs: compared to the cost of manual processes from three decades earlier,
the mule turned out finer yarns at one-twentieth of the price of . As
Table  shows, yarns with higher counts also represented higher profits and,
therefore, the mule allowed the market for cotton textiles to progressively
move away from coarser products. The significant decrease in production
costs for high-count cotton textiles made the British industry competitive
versus Indian production of calicoes and eventually even versus fine Bengal
muslins.

Figure . Average Prices of Cotton in Britain, –
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Source: Thomas Tooke, A History of Prices and of the State of Circulation, from  to ,
Vol.  (London: Orme, Brown, Green, and Longmans, ), p. .

 Stanley D. Chapman, The Cotton Industry in the Industrial Revolution (London: Macmillan,
), p. .

 James A. Mann, The Cotton Trade of Great Britain: Its Rise, Progress and Present Extent
(London: Simpkin, Marshall, ).

 Harley, ‘Cotton Textile Prices and the Industrial Revolution’, p. .
 Chapman, ‘Quantity versus Quality in the British Industrial Revolution’; Edwards, The

Growth of the British Cotton Trade, –, p. .
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In , with new markets in sight, Manchester producers – who already
represented an important pressure group – lobbied the government for protec-
tion against foreign muslins. In a document entitled ‘An Important Crisis in
the Cotton Manufactory of Great Britain Explained’, Manchester industrial-
ists argued that the infant industry already employed a considerable number of
people and high-count textiles generated more income for the British economy
than did lower-quality fabrics. The document presents the distribution of
different cotton staples according to different products, showing that Brazil
was not competing with previous cotton suppliers because cottons from
Turkey and the West Indies were used in lower-count products: calicoes
were made with yarn between  and  count on average, while muslins
used counts above . Of the ,, lb of raw cotton imported in
, a staggering ,, lb was used in the cotton manufacturing indus-
try. The raw material was divided into four large groups: ) ,, lb was
used for hosiery; ) ,, lb for silk and linen mixtures; ) ,, lb in
making fustians; ) ,, lb went to make all types of muslins and cali-
coes (shawls, handkerchiefs, etc.). Based on this classification, Table  presents
British cotton production broken down according to class – from the coarsest
to the finest quality.
The economic importance of fine textiles is evident when their revenue is

compared with those generated by coarse fabrics. Even after following
reports that the prices of the finest cotton wool had fallen by  per cent,
the production of ,, lb generated £,. Since the cotton from
East India totalled , lb, approximately ,, lb of high-quality
cotton came from Brazil. The hosiery branch accounted for the use of
most counts above , and additional sources show that cotton from
Pernambuco was extensively used in that branch. Unlike the revenue from

Table . Cotton Spinning Costs Using Crompton’s Mule, 
Count
(hanks)

Cost of
spinning (a)

Raw material,
 ounces (b)

Total market
value (c)

Profit
[c –(a + b)]

 s d s d s d s d
 s d s d s d s d
 s d s d s d s d

Source: Mann, The Cotton Trade of Great Britain, p. .
Note: Costs are listed in shillings (s) and pence (d). Pre-decimalisation, d = s; s = £.

 O’Brien, Griffiths and Hunt, ‘Political Components of the Industrial Revolution’, p. .
 TNA, ref. BT /: Board of Trade. Miscellanea. Cotton. –.
 Harley, ‘Cotton Textile Prices and the Industrial Revolution’, p. .
 The remainder was used in candle wick production.
 TNA, ref. BT /: Board of Trade. Miscellanea. Cotton: ‘An Important Crisis in the

Cotton Manufactory of Great Britain Explained’, –.
 Rees, ‘Cotton’.
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branches that used high-quality staples, the revenue from the Smyrna cotton
products branch was only £,. The manufacturers stated that
muslins should be extensively promoted because, given the market value of
fine cotton textiles, they returned ‘more for the labour of the people than
any other article in the cotton manufactory’.

The increase in Brazilian exports during the s was clearly due to the
high quality of the products, as cotton from Brazil does not appear in products
with counts below . Even if the count numbers are inflated – after all, the
Manchester industrialists’ paper was a document to be used for lobbying pur-
poses – the evidence suggests that cotton from Brazil was in a different league
from that of cotton from former suppliers such as the West Indies. Moreover,
Smyrna cotton, which had been the most important staple produced outside
British dominions, was used only in products with very low counts.
Therefore, the decline in Turkey’s cotton exports was not related to better
access to labour in Brazil compared to that in the Ottoman Empire, as Sven
Beckert argues. In the late s, the average count for cotton fabrics in
British factories was , higher than what Turkey and most British islands
in the West Indies could produce. Market segmentation among different
cotton staples explains why British sources would inevitably have moved
away from the Caribbean anyway, even if the violent political conflicts in
the s had not occurred. Cotton plantations were moving from islands
to continental areas where cultivation of better staples was possible.
Nevertheless, continuous technological improvements ended up eliminating

the competitive advantage enjoyed by the Brazilian fibre in the early days of
spinning. During the s, processes that mixed shorter staples with longer
ones made it possible for manufactures to substitute their spinning mixture

Table . Cotton Manufacture in Great Britain, 
Type of cotton Quantity (lb) Hanks/lb

Smyrna; coarse India; inferior West India ,, –
British islands in West Indies ,, –
Barbados, Tobago, Saint Domingue ,, –
Inferior Dutch and Brazil ,, –
Very good Dutch and Brazil ,, –
Finest Brazil and East India ,, –

Source: TNA, Board of Trade: Miscellanea. Cotton: ‘An Important Crisis in the Cotton
Manufactory of Great Britain Explained’, Ref.: BT /.

 TNA, ref. BT /: Board of Trade. Miscellanea. Cotton: ‘An Important Crisis in the
Cotton Manufactory of Great Britain Explained’, –.

 Ibid.
 Beckert, Empire of Cotton, Chapter .
 Allen, The British Industrial Revolution in Global Perspective, p. ; George Richardson

Porter, The Progress of the Nation (London: C. Knight and Co., ), p. .
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for more expensive cotton, reducing the price premium for Brazilian staples.

Upland cotton mixes with Egyptian or Pernambuco cotton could be spun into
counts higher than .Moreover, the increased use of mules after made
it easier to use mixed staples, as the mule subjected the cotton fibre to less
strain than previous machines and, therefore, could spin higher counts even
with ‘inconsistent’ cotton.

Portugal and the Beginning of Cotton Production in Brazil

The increase in cotton exports from Brazil after  represented an import-
ant change in Portugal’s trade patterns in the eighteenth century. Before
Brazilian cotton became Portugal’s main export to Britain, wine dominated
foreign sales; it accounted for almost three-quarters of British wine consump-
tion around . In , exports from Portugal to Great Britain
amounted to £,, of which £, derived from wine. The city of
Porto produced the wine that accounted for half the Portuguese wine trade,
and this increased to  per cent in . The predominance of port
wine in British markets was a result of the Methuen Treaty (), which
established that duties levied on Portuguese wine could not amount to more
than a third of duties levied on French wines.

The Methuen Treaty, in turn, largely benefitted the British textile industry
and the commercial privileges it accorded to the British caused resentment in
Portugal. But the decline in gold and diamond production in Brazil that set
in in the s led to worries about trade deficits and hence to changes in
Portugal’s trade policy with Britain. Policies implemented by the
Marquês de Pombal, the de facto ruler of Portugal between the s and
the s, and a well-known critic of Anglo-Portuguese commercial relations,
prohibited British merchants from negotiating directly with the colonies. One
 Baines, History of the Cotton Manufacture in Great Britain, p. ; Donnell, Chronological

and Statistical History of Cotton, p. .
 Royle, On the Culture and Commerce of Cotton in India and Elsewhere, p. .
 William Lazonick, ‘Factor Costs and the Diffusion of Ring Spinning in Britain Prior to

World War I’, The Quarterly Journal of Economics, :  (), p. , doi: ./
.

 Harold E. S. Fisher, The Portugal Trade: A Study of Anglo-Portuguese Commerce, –
(London: Methuen, ).

 TNA, ref. BT /: Board of Trade. Miscellanea. Portugal: Trade with Great Britain.
–.

 For a detailed account of the treaty, see: Leonor Freire Costa, José Luís Cardoso and Nuno
Gonçalo Monteiro, O Tratado de Methuen (): Diplomacia, guerra, política e economia
(Lisboa: Livros Horizonte, ).

 John Ehrman, The British Government and Commercial Negotiations with Europe –
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, ), p. .

 Boxer, The Portuguese Seaborne Empire, –, p. ; Kenneth Maxwell, Pombal,
Paradox of the Enlightenment (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, ), p. .
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of his policy changes, the founding of the Douro Company in the s, led to
complaints by British merchants because it limited foreign participation in the
wine trade. Other trade restrictions with Brazil were imposed through the
creation of two trade monopoly companies: the Company of Grão Pará and
Maranhão, established in , and the Company of Pernambuco and
Paraíba, founded a year later. These companies limited the trade in commod-
ities to Portuguese vessels and created the conditions for large-scale plantations
by promoting imports of slave labour from Portuguese colonial ports in
Africa. Moreover, in , the new governor of Maranhão, Pombal’s
brother, repealed a  law that prohibited cotton exports. The end of
prohibition would eventually enable cotton to become a key part of Brazil’s
‘agricultural renaissance’ during the last quarter of the eighteenth
century. With the increase in trade, annual slave imports in Maranhão
tripled between  and , while in other north-eastern regions the
annual average of arrivals remained stable. In Maranhão’s first census, in
, slaves represented half the population.

The reason behind the incentives to grow cotton in Maranhão was that
Pombal wanted to promote textile production in Portugal. The Methuen
Treaty was initially an impediment to developing a domestic textile sector
as it stopped Portugal from raising tariff barriers to favour local production.
But as the treaty with Britain was restricted to woollen textiles, the increasing
use of cotton to produce fabrics provided a loophole for stimulating textile
production in Portugal without direct diplomatic confrontation. Thus,
with Brazilian trade companies transporting the raw materials, cotton

 Alan David Francis, Portugal –: Joanine, Pombaline and Rococo Portugal as Seen by
British Diplomats and Traders (London: Tamesis, ), p. .

 António Carreira, A Companhia Geral do Grão-Pará e Maranhão. Vol. : O comércio mono-
polista, Portugal–Africa–Brasil na segunda metade do século XVIII (São Paulo: Companhia
Editora Nacional, ).

 Branner, Cotton in the Empire of Brazil, p. .
 Dauril Alden, ‘Late Colonial Brazil, –’, in Bethell (ed.), Colonial Brazil, p. ;

Luiz Felipe Alencastro, O trato dos viventes (São Paulo: Companhia das Letras, ), p. .
 ‘The Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade Database’, http://www.slavevoyages.org/.
 Arquivo Histórico Ultramarino (Lisbon), ‘Ofício do Governador e Capitão do Maranhão e

Piauí, D. Diogo de Sousa para o Secretário de Estado da Marinha e Ultramar, D. Rodrigo de
Sousa Coutinho’ (São Luís do Maranhão, Abril ). Ref.: AHU_CU_, Cx. ,
D. .

 Jorge M. Pedreira, ‘From Growth to Collapse: Portugal, Brazil, and the Breakdown of the
Old Colonial System (–)’, Hispanic American Historical Review, :  (Nov.
), pp. –, doi: ./---; Dias, A Companhia Geral do Grão
Pará e Maranhão (–), p. .

 For the relation between the treaty and the ‘wool interest’, see Paul Duguid, ‘The Making
of Methuen: The Commercial Treaty in the English Imagination’, Revista da Faculdade de
Letras. História, :  (), p. .
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enterprises began to develop in Portugal during the s. Moreover, data
on the list of ships that entered the port of Lisbon as provided by two British
consuls – W. H. Lyttleton in  and Robert Walpole in  – show that
Maranhão was the only colonial region that exported cotton to Portugal at the
time. However, British merchants in Portugal began to react against being
excluded from trading, complaining against the ‘destructive tendency of the
exclusive companies’, which set off a diplomatic conflict between the two
nations. After reaching their peak of £. million during the s,
British exports to Portugal declined to £, between  and .

Trade records from the s and s, therefore, provide evidence that
when Britain increased its demand for cotton in the s, Brazilian cotton
plantations had already existed for two decades. At the same time, during
these two decades there was no resolution to the commercial dispute in the
wine sector. Diplomatic conflict with Portugal continued with the ending
of Anglo-French wars in , when the British government sought to
strengthen ties with France through a new commercial treaty. In their negotia-
tions on the trade agreement, France requested most-favoured-nation status
for their wines, which would give them parity with Portuguese wines and,
therefore, violate the Methuen Treaty. Yet the incentive not to terminate
the treaty with Portugal was that woollen fabrics could enter it free of duty.
By way of compromise, the Treaty of Navigation and Commerce (Eden
Treaty), signed in Paris in , gave Britain the future possibility of lowering
duties on Portuguese wines in accordance with the Methuen Treaty.

London newspapers reported the conflict and, according to The Times, the
‘spirit of Methuen’ had to be preserved because Portugal was Britain’s ‘best
ally’. The newspaper also reported complaints from the Portuguese
consul in London that the new treaty harmed merchants trading with Spain
and Portugal.

The conflict between Portuguese and French wine indirectly involved
Brazilian cotton, too, a fact that came up in several public discussions. In a

 Kenneth Maxwell, Conflicts and Conspiracies: Brazil and Portugal, – (London:
Routledge, ), p. .

 TNA, ref. CUST : ‘States of Navigation, Commerce and Revenue’.
 TBNA, ‘The Memorial of Francis Ibbetson’, The Caledonian Mercury,  Sept. , no.

.
 TNA, ref. BT /: Board of Trade. Miscellanea. Portugal: Trade with Great Britain.
 Charles Ludington, The Politics of Wine in Britain: A New Cultural History (London:

Palgrave Macmillan, ), p. .
 TDA, ‘The Following Is an Authentic ABSTRACT of the TREATY of NAVIGATION

and COMMERCE, Signed at Paris on the th Ult.’, The Times,  Oct. , no. .
 TDA, ‘Universal Register’, The Times,  Oct. , no. , p. .
 TDA, ‘Mr. Eden Has Been More Negligent, and Less Informed, in the Affair of the

Commercial Treaty’, The Times,  Dec. , no. .
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debate in the House of Lords on  February , the Duke of Norfolk pre-
sented a defence against the violation of the Methuen Treaty, arguing that

the very existence of the leading branch of our manufactures depended on the import-
ation of the cotton wool of Brazil, which we could only have through the medium of
Portugal, which our pretend friends at this very minute were endeavouring to deprive
us of.

The Duke of Norfolk’s accusation was that the French, the ‘pretend friends’,
were trying to benefit from Portuguese resentment over the Eden Treaty con-
ditions. According to Robert Walpole and William Fawkener, who were
British envoys in Lisbon at the time, in , Portugal was induced to
accept a commercial agreement under which France would buy all its cotton
crops from Brazil.

The slowdown in the wine trade gave Portugal an additional incentive to
use raw cotton to enhance its trade position with Britain. In , following
the death of Dom José, ‘Prince of Brazil’ and heir to the Portuguese throne,
British newspapers reported concerns about the future of trade with Portugal
because ‘the importation of Brazil cotton, and the wines of Portugal into
Great Britain, constitute a very principal part of their [Portugal’s] com-
merce’. While Portugal continued to delay its answer to British diplomatic
demands, its trade position began to improve and, in , ‘for the first time in
the century, bullion had to be exported to Lisbon’. Change happened not
only by means of a reduction in imports, but also because Brazilian cotton
created a more balanced trade with Britain. Much of this transformation
in trade relations occurred in the s, when British imports of Brazilian
cotton increased almost sevenfold.
Figure  shows that the period of political stability after the Treaty of Paris

() coincides with the rise in Brazilian cotton exports. At first, higher
demand for raw cotton benefitted other European empires that had posses-
sions in the Americas, but after the declaration of war with France in ,
important suppliers from the Caribbean faced a steep decline in their produc-
tion. The continuous warfare between France and Britain between  and
 had a dramatic impact on trade in Europe. And yet, from the s

 TDA, ‘House of Lords’, The Times,  March , no. , p. .
 Ehrman, The British Government and Commercial Negotiations with Europe –,

p. .
 TDA, ‘Portugal’, The Times,  Sept. , no. , p. .
 Ehrman, The British Government and Commercial Negotiations with Europe –,

p. .
 Maxwell, Conflicts and Conspiracies, p. .
 Kevin H. O’Rourke, ‘The Worldwide Economic Impact of the French Revolutionary and

Napoleonic Wars, –’, Journal of Global History, :  (), pp. –; Martin

The Rise of the Brazilian Cotton Trade in Britain

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022216X18000329 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022216X18000329


until Napoleon’s invasion of Portugal at the end of , Brazil’s cotton con-
tinued to increase its share in British markets.
The conflict with France created several concerns for the British govern-

ment, one of which was trade with Brazil. In a motion on the state of
public affairs regarding the destination of fleets to protect British interests,
launched in the House of Commons in , Brazil was considered a key loca-
tion. After Jamaica, Brazil was ‘the most probable’ destination of the fleets and
‘one every way of vast importance’. Brazil’s importance was not restricted to
its position as a military station on the British India trade route, but also
because of the consequences on Brazilian trade resulting from a possible
French attack on the Brazilian coast: if the enemy controlled the coast, it
would deprive the British textile sector of Brazilian cotton, which was ‘essen-
tial in our manufactures’.

Between  and , commodities from Brazil represented  per cent
of Portuguese exports to England. Moreover, by , cotton accounted for 
per cent of the total value of Portugal’s re-exports from Brazil, second to sugar,

Figure . Raw Cotton Imports into Britain, –
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Source: TNA, ref. CUST : ‘States of Navigation, Commerce and Revenue’.

Robson, Britain, Portugal and South America in the Napoleonic Wars: Alliances and
Diplomacy in Economic Maritime Conflict (London: I. B. Tauris, ).

 ‘State of Public Affaire, Commons Sitting’ ( June ), Hansard, http://hansard.mill
banksystems.com/commons//jun//state-of-public-affaire (last access March ).
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which faced high tariffs in British markets. Since production from within
the Portuguese empire accounted for half of Portugal’s trade with England,
exports from other colonial possessions were marginal. Britain received a
considerable volume of products from the city of Porto, but colonial products
were overwhelmingly exported through the port of Lisbon. In , whereas
Lisbon exported ,, lb of cotton to Britain, Porto exported only .
per cent of that amount. Table  shows that, during the last years of the eight-
eenth century, cotton represented around three-quarters of the trade with
Britain through Lisbon.

West Indies Cotton

The literature identifies the decline in cotton exports from foreign possessions
in the Caribbean during the s as the main reason why Brazil became a
major cotton supplier to Britain in the late eighteenth century. Although it
is true that exports from the British West Indies were negatively affected by
the Saint Domingue revolt in  and declarations of war with France and
the Netherland, this section presents evidence that, even with a decline in
cotton imports from older possessions in the West Indies, newly-conquered
territories allowed for the continued growth of cotton supply. Figure 
shows that political instability favoured Britain’s interests in the region, enab-
ling her to increase her cotton imports from a series of territorial conquests,
especially with respect to the former Dutch colony of Demerara in South
America.
The s saw an increase in Britain’s cotton consumption, requiring a

‘frontier expansion’ of its colonies in the West Indies, but for a while,
British dominions shared two obstacles to expanding the cotton plantations.
First, cotton had to compete for resources with sugar, the most profitable com-
modity in the West Indies: in  cotton represented  per cent of the total
value of West Indies exports, while sugar totalled  per cent. The relatively
limited size of the Caribbean islands compared to the frontier expansion pos-
sibilities available in areas both north and south of the American continent
was also a concern.
Table  shows that the increase in Caribbean cotton exports was directly

related to territorial expansion. After the Seven Years’ War and through the
 Treaty, the former French possessions of Dominica, Grenada and
Saint Vincent became British possessions and rapidly became important
 Alden, ‘Late Colonial Brazil, –’, p. .
 Jorge Borges de Macedo, O bloqueio continental: Economia e guerra peninsular (Lisbon:

Gradiva, ), p. .
 David Eltis, ‘The Slave Economies of the Caribbean: Structure, Performance, Evolution and

Significance’, in Franklin W. Knight (ed.), General History of the Caribbean (Paris:
UNESCO, ), p. . Coffee and rum represented  per cent each.
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exporters of cotton. The gaps in the data in Table  refer to periods during
which the respective islands were not in British possession, the most important
example being between  and , when the French seized Dominica,
Grenada and Saint Vincent from Britain during the US War of
Independence. These territories returned to Britain when the war ended
in  and exports returned to their previous trend. Despite the repossession,
the war renewed concerns about the West Indies as a reliable supplier of raw
cotton. Furthermore, the Caribbean islands remained Britain’s only posses-
sions in the Americas after the United States became independent, and
became the centre of British foreign trade in the Atlantic economy.

After the conflicts ended, Britain renewed its commercial ties with the
French West Indies. Table  demonstrates that France became a substantial
supplier to British cotton mills around the second half of the s. The
French possessions included the islands of Guadeloupe, Martinique and
Saint Domingue (the latter was considered the richest of all European colonies
in the s and s). The number of slaves present on each island is a good
proxy for their economic importance. While Martinique’s slave population
numbered , in  and Guadeloupe’s , in , Saint
Domingue had a slave population of , in  – compared to a

Table . Trade between the Port of Lisbon and British Dominions and Share of
Brazilian Cotton as Percentage of Total Goods Exported to Britain

Produce of
Portugal (£)

Produce of
Brazil (£)

Produce of
Asia (£)

Total goods
exported to
UK (£)

Brazilian
cotton (%)

 , , , , .
 , ,  , .
 , , , , .
 , , , , .
–a , , , , .
– , ,  , .
– , ,  ,, .
–a , , , , .

Sources: –: TNA, ref. BT /: Board of Trade. Miscellanea. Portugal: Trade with Great
Britain. –: Balança Geral do Commercio do Reino de Portugal. Arquivo Nacional da
Torre do Tombo, Portugal.
a No data for  and .

 Adrian J. Pearce, British Trade with Spanish America, – (Liverpool: Liverpool
University Press, ), p. .

 Ibid.
 Michael Duffy, ‘The French Revolution and British Attitudes to the West Indian

Colonies’, in David Barry Gaspar and David Patrick Geggus (eds.), A Turbulent Time:
The French Revolution and the Greater Caribbean (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University
Press, ), pp. –.
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population of , Caucasians. In Guadeloupe, half of the slaves worked on
sugar plantations while the other half worked in cotton and coffee
production.

Figure . Britain, Imports of Raw Cotton from the West Indies, –
W
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Source: TNA, ref. CUST : ‘States of Navigation, Commerce and Revenue’.

Table . Share of Raw Cotton Exports from the British West Indies
to Britain (%)

Bahamas Barbados Dominica Grenada Jamaica Saint Vincent Tortola

– . . . . . .
– . . . . . . .
– . . . . .
– . . .
– . . . . .
– . . . . . . .
– . . . . . . .
– . . . . . . .
– . . . . . . .
– . . . . . . .

Sources: –: TNA, ref. T //: ‘ Xmas– Xmas Quantity of Cotton
Wool of Foreign Growth Imported Each Year’; –: TNA, ref. CUST : ‘States of
Navigation, Commerce and Revenue’.

 For the French economy at the time, Laurent Dubois, A Colony of Citizens: Revolution &
Slave Emancipation in the French Caribbean, –, st edn (Chapel Hill, NC:
University of North Carolina Press, ), pp.  and .
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Table  indicates that most of Britain’s raw cotton imports in  actually
originated from possessions of other nations, an issue that raised concerns
among the British about foreign dependency, especially as to whether
imports were predominantly controlled by France. In addition to its
history of warfare with England, France’s re-export duties were another
source of dissatisfaction among British producers, as the duties increased the
price of the raw material. In the s, cotton manufacturers became an
influential pressure group to ‘acquaint the planters and the British government
with their requirements’, and their actions aimed at reducing imports of raw
cotton from foreign possessions. While commercial negotiations with
France were taking place in , textile manufacturers presented a tentative
solution to reduce foreign dependency to the Board of Trade.
Lord Sydney, President of the Committee on Trade and Foreign

Plantations, sent a letter to Whitehall on  March , addressing the
‘necessity of promoting in His Majesty’s West India possessions the cultiva-
tion of cotton of the best seeds of Tobago, Cayenne, Saint Domingue,
Berbice, Surinam, Demerara, and Brazil […]’. None of these regions,
however, was under British rule. The letter was in response to a request
made by Manchester manufacturers to expand the supply of finer raw

Table . Cotton Wool Imported into Britain, – (lb)
Source Total

British West Indies Barbados ,, ,,
Granada ,,
Saint Vincent ,
Dominica ,
Jamaica ,
Tortola ,
Bahamas ,
Others ,

French possessions ,,
Portuguese settlements in Brazil ,,
Dutch ,,
Spanish ,,
East India ,
Smyrna ,,
Total imported UK ,,

Source: TNA, Board of Trade: Miscellanea. Cotton: ‘An Important Crisis in the Cotton
Manufactory of Great Britain Explained’, Ref.: BT /.

 Ibid., p. .
 Edwards, The Growth of the British Cotton Trade, –, p. .
 TNA, ref. BT /: Board of Trade. Miscellanea. Cotton. –, fol. .
 Tobago: under Britain (until ), then under France (until ); Cayenne and Saint

Domingue: under France; Berbice, Surinam and Demerara: under the Netherlands.
 TNA, ref. BT /: Board of Trade. Miscellanea. Cotton. –, fol. .
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cotton, and it gave examples of seeds with higher prices on the Liverpool
market. While British West Indies prices ranged from  to  pence/lb,
seeds from Berbice, Surinam, Demerara and Cayenne reached  pence in
. In , Sydney notified the British government that the governor
of Dominica – a British possession – had requested permission to grant
land to persons ‘residing upon that island for the cultivation of cotton’.

Other colonies also benefitted from British government incentives for
improvements in cotton cultivation and strove to raise their productivity. In
 a cotton gin was introduced in the Bahamas and proved ‘to be an import-
ant break-through since it cleaned large amount of cotton more quickly and
efficiently than the traditional methods’. Even islands which did not trad-
itionally plant cotton, such as Bermuda, received incentives to promote its cul-
tivation. The governor of Bermuda, William Browne, replied to Lord Sydney
in  stating he would notify the inhabitants of the island as to ‘his
Majesty’s pleasure respecting the cultivation of cotton’. Browne also described
the problems of growing cotton on islands. While arguing that the experience
of many planters proved that cotton could be grown with success, the strong
winds that blew across Bermuda posed a threat to the crops. The winds
destroyed the cotton plants during critical periods in their development.

Two years later, political events, not geographical limitations, reinforced
Britain’s ambitions to expand its cotton plantations throughout the
Caribbean. British colonial governors reported ‘tumultuous reaction’ in the
French colonies in the end of , after the revolution in France. The polit-
ical upheaval led the British government to devise a way of reaping the benefits
of France’s political uncertainty. The governor of Dominica, in a report of
December , argued that England could attempt to seize the French
islands in view of the high probability of war in the region. Similarly, the
British ambassador in Paris raised the possibility of British support for the sep-
aratist movement in Saint Domingue.

The Saint Domingue revolution was the most remarkable in a series of
conflicts that swept the Caribbean during the s. In the  slave
revolt, around , slaves destroyed sugar, coffee, cotton and indigo plan-
tations, and destabilised French control of the West Indies. Soon, Guadeloupe
and Martinique were also destabilised by slave insurrections. The disorder
created a power vacuum of which the British government took advantage to
promote territorial expansion. Through a series of negotiations between the
 Wadsworth and Mann, The Cotton Trade and Industrial Lancashire, –, p. .
 TNA, ref. BT /: Board of Trade. Miscellanea. Cotton. –, fol. .
 Gail Saunders, Slavery in the Bahamas, – (Swanley: D. Gail Saunders, ), p. ;

see also Edwards, The Growth of the British Cotton Trade, –, p. .
 TNA, ref. CO //: Colonial Office,  Feb. .
 Duffy, ‘The French Revolution and British Attitudes to the West Indian Colonies’,

pp. –.
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French and British governments, an alliance was signed and the French islands
became British colonies in . The French possessions of Guadeloupe,
Martinique, Saint Domingue, Saint Lucia and Tobago appear in the British
Ledgers of Trade as ‘conquered islands’ in , representing almost 
million lb of raw cotton exports to England. Trinidad, which despite
being a Spanish colony had a large French influence, appears in  as a con-
quered island. The most important territorial conquest in terms of cotton
supply was the occupation of the former Dutch colonies of Demerara ()
and Surinam ().

Charles Mackenzie, author of an  work about the British colonies,
argued that the Dutch settlements on the coast of Guyana had attracted inter-
est from British cotton planters since the s. Table  shows that, with
their annexation by Britain, Demerara and Surinam became important
sources of raw cotton for Britain. In , at the peak of imports from
the conquered territories,  million out of almost  million lb of raw
cotton was grown in Demerara. The former Dutch colonies had three qualities
valued by the British government. First, there were no limitations on their cul-
tivation areas. Second, as already mentioned, cotton planted on the continent
was of higher quality than the types grown on island plantations. Third,
Surinam and Demerara were outside the conflict zone established after the
declaration of war in  between Britain and France.
The decline in production suffered by Caribbean islands in the s is

cited by the historiography of the Brazilian cotton trade as an important
reason for the geographical diversification of cotton plantations that took
place at the time. For example, in Guadeloupe, many plantations were aban-
doned during the war and conflicts of the s, and the area used for the cul-
tivation of cotton dropped by  per cent between  and . In addition,
with French naval incursions and continuous insurrections, the British soon
lost the islands of Grenada, Saint Vincent, Saint Lucia and Saint Domingue,
which suffered successive changes in governments. At the same time,
these accounts neglect to mention that, although it lost some of its territories,
Britain also conquered larger ones on continental areas, which allowed produc-
tion to increase.

 Dubois, A Colony of Citizens, p. .
 TNA, ref. CUST : ‘States of Navigation, Commerce and Revenue’.
 Ibid.
 Trevor Burnard, Planters, Merchants, and Slaves: Plantation Societies in British America,

– (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, ), p. .
 Mackenzie, Facts, Relative to the Present State of the British Cotton Colonies, p. .
 Henry Bolingbroke, A Voyage to the Demerary, Containing a Statistical Account of the

Settlements there, and of those on the Essequebo, the Berbice, and Other Contiguous Rivers
of Guyana (London: R. Phillips, ), p. .

 Dubois, A Colony of Citizens, p. .
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In addition, the issue of competition for suitable land and labour with sugar
plantations had been a concern for cotton growers in the West Indies islands
since the beginning of the s. It seems that this dispute over land and
labour was a reason for interpretations that saw the fate of cotton as a
result of competition with sugar growers for resources. Yet, as previously
shown, the quality of the staple became a much more important factor in
deciding where cotton should be produced. After , cotton plantations
moved to Surinam and Demerara because they produced better-quality
staple. The incorporation of former Dutch colonies into the British Empire
helps us to understand why the growth of the Brazilian cotton trade was
not a direct result of the Caribbean revolutions of the s.

Conclusions

This study provides a new interpretation for the rise of Brazilian cotton
exports to Britain during the early decades of the Industrial Revolution.
The first export of Brazilian cotton to Britain occurred in the s, but
demand increased significantly only in the s, when the use of the water
frame and the mule allowed the production of calicoes and muslins at competi-
tive prices. After , British demand shifted to cotton with longer and more
resistant staples, available in Brazil because of previous policies set up during
the Pombal era to encourage cotton production. Northeast Brazil became
the main source of raw cotton for Britain’s high-quality textiles, which saw
the highest increase in productivity and the largest decrease in prices –
mostly in the yarn – at the beginning of the Industrial Revolution. Imports
from Brazil accounted for  per cent of Liverpool’s cotton trade at the
end of eighteenth century, and the significant Brazilian presence in British
markets continued at least until the end of the Napoleonic blockade, when
international trade normalised and new processes enabled the production of
high-count yarns by mixing long staples with shorter ones.

Table . Share of Raw Cotton Exports to Britain from Conquered Territories in
the West Indies (%)

Martinique Saint
Domingue

Saint
Lucia

Tobago Demerara Trinidad Surinam

– . . . . . .
– . . . . . .
– . . . . .

Source: TNA, ref. CUST : ‘States of Navigation, Commerce and Revenue’.

 Beckert, Empire of Cotton.
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The initial increase in exports, therefore, took place before the revolutions
in the Caribbean, contradicting interpretations that linked Brazilian cotton
exports to an economic decline in the West Indies. In addition, cotton
exports from the British West Indies did not decline following the
Caribbean revolutions as some authors have claimed – production moved to
South American territories previously owned by the Netherlands and contin-
ued to expand in the following years. Descriptions of cotton typologies show
that cotton produced in Demerara was similar to types exported by Maranhão,
suggesting that the preference for cotton grown in South America was not
related to the conflict in the Caribbean. It was the longer staples from contin-
ental areas that moved cotton production away from the islands of the West
Indies.
Trade data also contradict previous explanations that attributed the rise of

Brazilian cotton trade to the US War of Independence. The South of the
United States was not a major supplier to Britain prior to the nineteenth
century. The increased use of saw-gins to process upland cotton, and the
mixing of cotton staples, however, allowed the United States to overtake
Brazil after the beginning of the nineteenth century. Nevertheless, even with
the dominant position of cotton produced in the US South, Brazil continued
to be the second largest exporter of cotton to Liverpool until the s, when
the cotton trade began to expand to other countries.
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