Transatlantic Trade and the Navigation Acts
A Bridge Reading · Track B
U.S. History · Period 2 (1607–1754) · Step 15 of 18 · a bridge reading · about 8 minutes

Why this reading is in your path:  The playlist treats trade in passing, but the GED loves these terms — mercantilism, triangular trade, Navigation Acts — and the next video (slavery in the British colonies) lands harder once you see the Atlantic as a single machine with human beings among its cargoes.
Mercantilism: the Empire’s Operating System
Mercantilism was the reigning economic theory: the world’s wealth is a fixed pie, so a nation grows rich by grabbing a bigger slice — exporting much, importing little, and hoarding gold. Colonies existed for exactly two jobs: supply raw materials (tobacco, sugar, timber, furs) and buy finished goods (cloth, tools, tea) from the mother country alone. A colony, in this theory, is not a society. It is a supplier and a captive market.
The Triangle
Trade routes crossed the Atlantic in every direction, but the infamous pattern ran in three legs. New England ships carried rum to West Africa and traded it for captive human beings. The second leg — the Middle Passage you met in Movement One through Equiano’s own words — carried enslaved Africans to the islands and the southern mainland. The third carried sugar and molasses north, where New England distilleries turned molasses into rum, and the wheel turned again.
Look at what the triangle means: every leg touches slavery. The Rhode Island distiller, the Boston shipwright, the New York financier, the Connecticut farmer provisioning the islands — none of them held a whip, and all of them were in the business. Keep this in hand for the next video, which shows the same truth in population numbers.
The Navigation Acts — and the Smuggler’s Education
To enforce the monopoly, Parliament passed the Navigation Acts (beginning 1651): colonial trade must travel in English ships, and prized goods like tobacco and sugar could be sold only to England. In practice, enforcement was lax — the era historians call salutary neglect — and colonial merchants responded to the rules that did bite by smuggling and bribing customs men, cheerfully and almost universally.
File the long consequence: for a century, the colonies learned that imperial law was negotiable and self-rule was normal. When Britain suddenly tightens enforcement after 1763, it won’t feel like law restored. It will feel like liberty invaded — and you already know where that leads.

Questions to Sit With
1. Under mercantilism a colony is a supplier and a captive market. Where in today’s world do you see regions assigned that same role?
1. Every leg of the triangle touched slavery. Does profiting at a distance carry responsibility? Where is that line in your own economy?
1. A century of winked-at smuggling taught the colonies self-rule. How do unenforced rules shape what people come to believe they’re owed?
Where This Connects
1. Back to Track A:  Equiano’s Middle Passage in Movement One is the second leg of this triangle, in a survivor’s voice.
1. Next:  the slavery video — the population chart that proves no colony was innocent.
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