Indigo and the American
Revolution

Long before synthetic dyes transformed the
textile industry, one of the most valuable
commodities produced in the American
colonies was indigo—a plant whose leaves
yielded a rich blue dye prized throughout
Europe. On the eve of the American
Revolution, indigo was a major colonial
export, accounting for roughly one-quarter of
all exports from the American colonies. Its rise
and dramatic decline were closely tied to the
fortunes of the Southern colonies and,
ultimately, the Revolutionary War.

The Rise of Indigo in the Colonies

As England established colonies in North
America during the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries, it became clear that a
colony’s economic success depended heavily
on its ability to produce valuable commodities
for export. In the Lowcountry, planters initially
built their fortunes on crops such as rice and
on the region’s abundant timber. Indigo
provided another profitable opportunity.

Before synthetic indigo became commercially
available in 1897, blue dye was obtained

primarily from plants. For centuries,
Europeans had cultivated woad (/satis
tinctoria) for this purpose. By the late
seventeenth century, however, plants of the
genus /ndigofera had become increasingly
important. Indigo produced a deeper, richer
blue than woad and eventually displaced it as
the preferred source of blue dye in Western
Europe.

More than 700 species belong to the
Indigofera genus, but two became particularly
important as dye plants: /ndigofera tinctoria,
native to Asia, and /ndigofera suffruticosa,
native to Central and South America.
Although the Asian variety was sometimes
considered superior, Southern planters found
the New World species well suited to the
climate of South Carolina, Georgia, and
Florida.

Evidence of this colonial industry survives
today. /ndigofera suffruticosa continues to
grow wild on Georgia’'s Ossabaw Island,
including at North End Plantation, the site of a
colonial-era indigo plantation.

Eliza Lucas and “Carolina Indigo”

Attempts to produce indigo in the American
colonies predated its commercial success in
the Carolinas. Dutch settlers in present-day
New York experimented with wild indigo
plants during the mid-seventeenth century,
with only moderate success. In the 1720s,
French settlers in Louisiana received indigo
seeds from the French government and
successfully established plantations and
processing facilities.

The breakthrough in British North America
came in South Carolina. In 1744, sixteen-year-
old Eliza Lucas successfully cultivated and
processed indigo at her family’s plantation
near Charleston. Her first shipment—six
pounds of “Carolina Indigo”—was sent to
England and attracted considerable attention.
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The British government quickly recognized
the commercial potential of the crop. To
encourage colonial planters to produce
indigo for export, it offered a bounty of six
pence per pound. The results were
remarkable. Exports increased from just six
pounds in 1744 to approximately 5,000
pounds the following year. By 1755, South
Carolina alone was exporting roughly 200,000
pounds annually.

Georgia entered the indigo trade somewhat
later. In 1755, the colony exported
approximately 4,500 pounds. Georgia’s
production continued to grow and reached its
peak in 1770, when more than 22,000 pounds
of indigo were exported.

For Southern planters, indigo had become a
significant source of wealth—and for Britain, it
was an important colonial commodity.

War Brings an Industry to Its Knees

The prosperity of the colonial indigo trade was

short-lived. When the Revolutionary War
began, Britain withdrew the bounty that had
helped make colonial indigo profitable. At the
same time, Southern planters faced
increasingly strong competition from
producers in Central America and Spanish
Florida.

Those regions enjoyed a significant
agricultural advantage. Their warmer climates
allowed planters to harvest indigo five or six
times a year, compared with only two or three
crops annually in Georgia and South Carolina.

The war itself dealt an even greater blow to
the industry. Plantations became battlefields,
trade routes were disrupted, and agricultural
production suffered. As the conflict
intensified, colonial indigo production
collapsed.

The story of indigo therefore mirrors the larger

economic upheaval of the American
Revolution. A crop that had helped connect

the Southern colonies to the British Empire
became a casualty of the struggle for
independence.

The “Indigo Girl”

At the center of this story stands Eliza Lucas
Pinckney, one of colonial America’s most
remarkable women. At only sixteen years of
age, Eliza assumed responsibility for her
family’s plantation interests in the absence of
her father. Through persistence and
experimentation, she helped establish indigo
as a commercially successful Carolina cash
crop.

Her life later became intertwined with the
Revolutionary cause. Pinckney was an
enthusiastic supporter of American
independence and reportedly aided Francis
Marion, the famed “"Swamp Fox,” by
entertaining British soldiers at Hampton
Plantation near Georgetown, helping Marion
avoid capture.

The Revolution also profoundly affected her
family. Both of her sons became Patriot
generals, while British forces looted one of her
plantations. The destruction left her facing
enormous personal and financial losses. In a
letter to a friend, she described the
devastation, writing, “I have been robbed and
deserted by my slaves; my property pulled to
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pieces, burnt and destroyed; my money of no
value, my Children sick and prisoners.”

Despite these hardships, Pinckney lived to see
the Patriot victory. Her contributions to the
economic development of South Carolina and
her support for the Revolutionary cause
earned her a lasting place in American history.

Pinckney died of cancer in 1793 while in
Philadelphia seeking treatment. She was
buried at St. Peter's Church. In a final tribute to
a remarkable American woman, President
George Washington served as one of her
pallbearers.

A Lasting Legacy

Indigo may seem like a small footnote in the
sweeping story of the American Revolution,
but its history reveals much about colonial
America. It demonstrates how agriculture,
international trade, British economic policy,
and the struggle for independence were
deeply interconnected.

For Georgia and the Carolinas, indigo was
more than a source of blue dye. It was an
important engine of the colonial economy and
a commodity that linked Southern plantations
to markets across the Atlantic. Its sudden
decline during the Revolutionary War
illustrates the enormous economic cost of the
conflict.

And at the heart of the story is Eliza Lucas
Pinckney—a young plantation manager who
helped transform an experimental crop into a
major colonial export, supported the Patriot
cause during the Revolution, and endured the
destruction brought by war.

Her story, like that of indigo itself, reminds us
that the American Revolution was fought not
only on battlefields, but also in plantations,
ports, marketplaces, and homes throughout
the colonies.
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