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Abstract 

 

 

Township tax lists for 1783 and 1793 are used to examine the distribution of wealth and 

economic mobility in York County, part of the Pennsylvania backcountry, following the 

Revolutionary War.  Standard measures of inequality are inconclusive about the trend in the 

distribution of wealth in York County between 1783 and 1793.  Measures that focus on the 

wealth gap between the very richest and very poorest households indicate that this gap narrowed 

between 1783 and 1793.  Broader measures of inequality, however, point towards a small 

increase in wealth inequality.  On the issue of economic mobility, the very poorest and very 

richest households recorded an increase in assessed wealth relative to the median while those in 

the middle percentiles fell relative to the median.  Households that remained in the county were 

far more likely to see an improvement in their relative status than to experience a decline. More 

than 40 percent of households disappeared from the tax lists, with the poorest being the most 

likely to leave the county.     
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Wealth Inequality and Economic Mobility in the Post-Revolutionary Pennsylvania 

Backcountry 

 

Introduction 

 Preliminary articles of peace between the United States and Great Britain were signed on 

November 30, 1782, and Congress declared a ceasefire on April 11, 1783.  The Revolutionary 

War formally ended later in 1783 with the signing of the Treaty of Paris on September 3rd.  

Peace did not bring prosperity, however.  The 1780’s were a period of economic and political 

turmoil across the United States as the country suffered a steep decline in per capita income 

during the early years of independence.  When hostilities ceased in 1783, the United States, 

fueled by pent up demand released by the end of the war and a heavy extension of credit by 

British merchants, began importing large amounts of British goods.  The returns from the export 

of goods were inadequate to finance the unfavorable balance of trade, resulting in an outflow of 

gold and silver coins.  Consequently, money became scarce in the United States and prices 

became severely depressed with an index of agricultural prices in Philadelphia falling 25 percent 

between 1784 and 1789.  The falling prices increased the burden on debtors and lowered profits, 

thereby reducing demand and leading to an economic contraction.  The America economy 

remained depressed until 1789.  Agricultural prices in Philadelphia afterwards rose sharply 

through 1796.1 

 Economic conditions changed rapidly in the decade after the Revolution, and economic 

prospects differed from state to state, county to county, town to town, even from person to 

person in the same town, making some households rich and others poor.  Economic inequality 

grew across the United States and in Pennsylvania in particular as wealth became more 

unequally distributed in Philadelphia and in well-studied Chester County.2  The purpose of this 
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paper is to contribute to our understanding of the very Early National Period economy by 

examining the impact of the economic and political changes of the 1780’s on the distribution of 

wealth and economic mobility in the Pennsylvania backcountry further distant from Philadelphia 

by focusing on the experience of York County during the years 1783 to 1793.   

  

Materials and Methods   

 York County lies about 80 miles west of Philadelphia and 40 miles north of Baltimore.  It 

is bounded on the east by the west bank of the Susquehanna River and along the south by the 

Mason-Dixon Line.  The county was sufficiently remote and  yet accessible to have served as the 

meeting place of the Continental Congress for 9 months while the British occupied Philadelphia. 

The population in 1790 was 37,747, including 9,213 free white adult males.  York County before 

1800 included townships that were later separated to form Adams County, and I include these 

townships in this analysis.3 

 In March 1783, the Pennsylvania legislature passed “An Act for Providing the 

Quota of Federal Supplies for the Year 1783, and for the Relief of the Citizens of This State who 

Have Become Creditors of the United States of America by Loans of Money and Other Modes 

of Furnishing Public Supplies”, which levied taxes on persons and real and personal property to 

support the war effort.4  The act made taxable  

“the time of servitude of all bound servants above the age of 

fourteen years; all negro and mulatto slaves above the age of 

twelve years; all horses, mares and horned cattle above three years 

old; sheep, plate, coaches, berlins, landaus, chariots, calashes, 

chaises, caravans, riding chairs and other carriages kept by any 
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person for his or her own use, and for the purposes of traveling or 

pleasure; all lands held by deed, warrant, location or improvement; 

houses and lots of ground and ground-rents; all grist-mills, saw-

mills, fulling-mills, slitting and rolling-mills, hemp-mills, oil-mills, 

snuff-mills and paper-mills; all forges, furnaces, bloomeries, 

distilleries, sugar-houses, malt-houses, breweries, tan-yards and 

ferries, wares and merchandise; and all offices and posts of profit, 

and all professions, trades and occupations.”5   

Taxpayers were rated and assessed in Pennsylvania pounds.  The taxable items listed above were 

valued by the assessors at what they were worth or would sell for. So, land, for example, was 

valued based on both the amount and the quality of the land. Trades, included in the assessed 

wealth, were valued at the discretion of assessors, “having due regard to the profits arising from 

them.”6  Taxes, however, were required to be “paid and discharged in gold or silver money at the 

rate of three pounds for one-half Johannes of Portugal money, weighing nine pennyweight of 

gold, and seven shillings and six pence for one Spanish milled dollar weighing seventeen 

pennyweight and six grains of silver and so in proportion for other gold and silver money or in 

the bills of credit herein after directed to be made and issued and in no other money 

whatsoever.”7  The Pennsylvania legislature repealed the acts directing counties to collect taxes 

for funding and paying interest on the public debt in 1791,  but taxes for relief of the poor and for 

opening and keeping roads and highways in repair continued to be assessed and collected.8  

 The wealth assessed by the tax collectors did not include financial assets like bonds, bills, 

mortgages, notes, and other debts receivable nor were financial liabilities taken into account.  As 

a result, the assessed wealth numbers in the tax lists likely understate the true wealth of the most 
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well off residents.  This means that the measures of inequality presented below are probably 

biased downwards towards understating the true level of wealth inequality.  With that caveat, the 

1783 and 1793 manuscript tax lists, preserved on microfilm at the York County Archives, 

provide the best opportunity to measure the distribution of wealth and to trace the economic 

mobility of the people of York County in the decade following the Revolutionary War and, so, to 

assess economic conditions in the Pennsylvania backcounty.9 

 The tax returns are organized by township and provide the name of the head of household 

and the amount of land, livestock, other forms of taxable wealth, and total assessed wealth for 

each taxable household in the township.  The township tax lists contain the names of a number of 

non-residents, individuals who owned land in the township but lived elsewhere in York County.  

For example, Patrick McSherry, the fourth wealthiest person in the county in 1783, owned land 

in Germany, Heidelberg, Mount Joy, and Mount Pleasant Townships.  Multi-listing also occurred 

because farms sometimes extended across township lines and land was taxed by township.  To 

correct for multiple listings of the same household, I attempted to identify the township in which 

the primary dwelling was located, aggregate the wealth of the household, and then eliminate the 

secondary listings.  This was usually fairly easy to do by assigning a household to the township 

in which it was credited with a non-zero number of inhabitants.  For 1783, about 3.5 percent of 

landholders were removed in this way from the list of households and almost 2 percent were 

removed for 1793.  The tax lists also contain the names of those individuals who owned property 

in York County but resided outside of the county.  John Steinmetz, a Philadelphia merchant and 

owner of the Mary Ann Furnace in York County, possessed the highest assessed wealth in York 

County in 1793, £4,500.  Such individuals, like John Steinmetz, are included in the analysis 
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below but are credited with only their taxable wealth held in York County.  I identify a total of 

5,725 distinct households across York County in 1783 and 6,141 in 1793.10   

 The tax returns also list the single freemen residing in each township, with a total of 459 

for the county in 1783 and 854 in 1793.  The statutes defined a single freemen as being twenty-

one years of age or older and out of his apprenticeship at least six months.11  Single freemen 

were usually but not always listed separately from the landholders in the tax lists.  Single 

freemen in York County were most often either the unmarried sons of landholders or skilled or 

unskilled wage laborers.  I include the single freemen in the wealth aggregates only if they 

possessed assessed wealth. 

 

Wealth Inequality 

 Table 1 provides a number of summary statistics on the assessed wealth in York County 

for 1783 and 1793.12  Mean wealth was about £174 per household in 1783 and £158 in 1793.  To 

put these number in perspective, the monthly wage of a male agricultural laborer in the 1790’s 

was about £4.13  Consider first the prevalence of zero values.  In 1783, 6 percent of households 

had no assessed wealth while just under 1 percent possessed zero wealth in 1793.  This 

discrepancy is likely due to the instructions given to tax collectors in 1783.  Unlike most years 

when only taxable individuals were enumerated, assessors in 1783 were directed to “make a true 

and full return of … the number of … inhabitants, distinguishing white from black.”14  

Households with zero wealth are probably underreported in the 1793 tax lists, which makes the 

12 percent decline in median wealth even more striking.  Average wealth fell by 9 percent 

among all households, but the average for households with assessed wealth greater than zero fell 

by almost 14 percent between 1783 and 1793.   
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 Table 1 also provides some information about the extreme values, reporting the four 

highest wealth values for both years.  The wealthiest York County resident possessed assessed 

wealth 20 times greater than the average household in 1783 and over 28 times the average in 

1793.  10 percent of households in 1783 had less than £10 of assessed wealth compared to 6 

percent of households in 1793.  The mean level of wealth per household was reached around 

67th percentile in both years, meaning two-thirds of households had assessed wealth below the 

county average.  Today, well over three-quarters of all U.S. households have net wealth below 

the national average.15  

 The quantiles of assessed wealth distributions are numerically summarized in Table 2.  

There is a distinct growth in relative wealth for households in the very lowest percentiles and 

very highest percentiles and a falling back for all other households.  Households at the 10th 

percentile saw their wealth rise from 9.4 percent of the median to 12.8 percent and those at the 

90th percentile went from 383 percent of the median in 1783 to 397 percent in 1793 while those 

households in the 20th to 70th percentiles fell relative to the median.   

 Estimates of the degree of wealth inequality are shown in Table 3.  I report estimates for 

both relative (the 90th/10th percentile ratio, the 20:20 ratio, the coefficient of variation, and the 

Gini coefficient) and absolute inequality measures (the absolute Gini coefficient and the Theil, 

Kolm, and Absolute Palma indices).  Relative inequality refers to the ratio of the wealth of the 

richest over those of the poorest while absolute inequality refers to the gap in wealth between the 

richest and the poorest.  The numbers tell a mixed story about the trend of wealth inequality in 

York County between 1783 and 1793.  The average wealth of those at the top of the distribution 

fell relative to the average for those households towards the bottom according to both percentile 

ratios, but this may be due to the underrepresentation of zero wealth households in the 1793 tax 
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lists.  The Gini coefficient and coefficient of variation both take a value of zero for perfect 

equality.  For York County between 1783 and 1793 both indices, which are especially sensitive 

to changes in the middle of the wealth distribution, indicate that wealth inequality increased very 

slightly over that ten year period.  The Gini coefficient rose from 0.567 to 0.573, a small change 

of just over 1 percent. 

 The absolute inequality measures also tell contradictory stories.  The Absolute Gini 

coefficient, defined as the relative Gini coefficient multiplied by mean wealth, fell by 8 percent.  

The Kolm index, using the average of the reciprocals of the mean wealth in 1783 and 1793 as the 

parameter value, declined by 12 percent.  The Absolute Palma, which is the average wealth of 

the top 10 percent of households minus the average of the bottom 40 percent, fell from £652.9 to 

£610.1, a decrease of over 6 percent.  The Thiel index rose 14 percent, however, indicating a 

rising level of wealth inequality between 1783 and 1793.  I calculated the Theil index using a 

value of zero for the parameter, making it sensitive to differences at the lower end of the 

distribution.   

 One approach to resolving the conflicting conclusions about the change in wealth 

inequality experienced by York County households between 1783 and 1793 is to consider 

economic well-being rather than just inequality by constructing Generalized Lorenz curves.16 

The usual Lorenz curve focuses its attention on inequality only.  The Generalized Lorenz curve 

mixes concern for inequality with concern for average wealth.  The Generalized Lorenz curve is 

the Lorenz curve, which plots the share of total wealth of the poorest x percent where x equals 1, 

2, 3 on up to 100, scaled up by mean wealth at each point.  Figure 1 shows the Generalized 

Lorenz curves for 1783 and 1793.  The two curves cross with the 1793 curve lying above the 

1783 curve at the low end of the wealth distribution and the 1783 curve above the 1793 curve 
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after the 30th percentile.  A social welfare ranking of these two distributions is not possible since 

the mean-variance condition does not hold, but it is fair to conclude that the economic well-being 

of households towards the bottom of the wealth distribution improved following the 

Revolutionary War while the fall in average wealth left the upper 70 percent of households 

worse off.  Keep in mind, though, that the apparent improvement for the poorest York County 

residents may just be the result of the undercounting of very poor households in the 1793 tax 

lists. 

 I also examine wealth inequality by national group.  I assign households to national 

groups using compilations of church registries and immigration lists, numerous family histories 

shelved at the York County History Center, and surname analysis.17  The methodology is 

admittedly imprecise and I have no way of estimating the degree of uncertainty.18  The major 

groups are the Germans and German-speaking Swiss, the Scotch-Irish with whom I include any 

Irish or Scots, the English/Quakers which include all non-English Quakers and emigrants from 

Wales, the Dutch, the French, and Other/Unassigned.  Table 4 reports the number of households 

in each category.  The two most numerous groups were the Germans and the Scotch-Irish, 52 

percent and 32 percent of all households in York County in 1783 and 58 percent and 29 percent 

in 1793. 

 Table 4 details the distribution of wealth by nationality.  Shares of wealth by nationality 

were about the same as the shares of households by nationality for both years.  German 

households made up 52 percent of all households and held 52 percent of total wealth in 1783 and 

58 percent of households with 57 percent of the wealth in 1793.  Table 4 also reports the Gini 

coefficients for the distribution of wealth in the different national groups.  For the larger national 
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groups, wealth inequality fell between 1783 and 1793 among the English/Quaker and Scotch-

Irish households and grew 5 percent among those households of German ancestry.   

 

Economic Mobility 

 Studying the economic mobility of York County households after the Revolutionary War 

must begin by assessing their geographic mobility.  I do this by manually comparing names on 

the 1783 tax lists to names on the 1793 lists looking for matches.  Households may have 

legitimately disappeared from the tax lists because (1) the household moved out of York County, 

(2) the head of the household died without a child or widow identifiable in the tax lists inheriting 

the estate, (3) the widowed head of household remarried, (4) the family name of the household 

was changed, or (5) the household was dropped from the tax lists because it became too poor.  

This is complicated by the vagaries of spelling of names by the assessors and by households 

moving from township to township within York County.  So, some of the households I count as 

disappeared may, in fact, have still resided in York County in 1793.  Also, some of the matches 

may have been misidentified.  Consequently, conclusions in this discussion should be considered 

as only suggestive.19 

 Of the 5,725 households in the 1783 tax lists, I identify 3,278, 57.3 percent, in the 1793 

tax lists.  This disappearance rate of about 43 percent is not too far out of line with James 

Lemon’s 50 percent disappearance rates for Chester and Lancaster Counties in the more 

turbulent 1770’s.20  Table 5 reports the disappearance rate by wealth quintile.  The disappearance 

rate fell as wealth increased with the wealthiest York County households in 1783 the least likely 

to move; still, over a quarter of households in the highest quintile had disappeared by 1793.  

Households in the bottom 20 percent were almost two and one-half times more likely to have left 
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York County than were households in the top quintile.  Only about one-third of households in the 

bottom wealth quintile in 1783 still resided in York County 10 years later. 

 Table 5 also breaks down geographic mobility by nationality.  Members of all national 

groups were mobile.  Of the larger groups, the Germans were the least likely to disappear from 

the tax lists.  61.5 percent of the German households in 1783 remained in York County in 1793.  

This provides some support for the conventional notion that the Germans were the most 

geographically stable while other national groups were more mobile.  The disappearance rates 

for English/Quaker and Scotch-Irish households were fairly equal, both around 47 percent.  

 Figure 2 takes the 3,278 households listed in both the 1783 and 1793 tax assessments and 

shows the 1793 wealth quintile for each household grouped by 1783 wealth quintile.  For 

example, 36 percent of households in the bottom quintile in 1783 remained in the bottom quintile 

in 1793 while just 6 percent had joined the top quintile in 1793.  Conversely, 68 percent of 

households in the top quintile in 1783 were still in the top quintile in 1793 while only 2 percent 

had fallen all the way to the bottom quintile.  Bear in mind that I am unable to control for shifts 

in the age distribution across these quintile groups, which could account for the observed 

differences as wealth tends to increase with the age of the householder.  The most common 

destination for each starting quintile was the same quintile in 1793.  So, 38 percent of households 

in the second quintile in 1783 were in the second quintile in 1793, 45 percent of households in 

the middle quintile were still in the middle quintile, and 41 percent of households in the fourth 

quintile ended up in the fourth quintile 10 years later. 

 The low and middle wealth households that remained in York County were more likely to 

move up in relative wealth status than to fall back.  Households in the second quintile in 1783 

were three times more likely to be in a higher quintile in 1793 than to fall back to the bottom 
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quintile.  Only about 24 percent of households in the middle quintile dropped back to the bottom 

or second quintile and 30 percent of households in the fourth quintile saw their relative status 

fall.    

 Recall that the 1783 tax lists contained the names of 459 single freemen.  I attempted to 

determine their economic status in 1793 by matching the names of the single freemen to names 

on the 1793 tax lists.  The disappearance rate for these single freemen, 64 percent, is fairly close 

to that of 1783 taxables in the bottom quintile (Table 6).  8 percent of the single freemen in 1783 

were still listed as such in the 1793 tax lists; 28 percent headed taxable households in 1793.  

Table 6 reports the 1793 wealth quintile of those 1783 single freemen that headed taxable 

households in 1793.  The number of such households is small, just 130, but those single freemen 

who remained in York County and now headed a taxable household were more upwardly mobile 

than households that had remained in York County and had been in one of the bottom three 

wealth quintiles in 1783.  11 percent of households headed by former single freemen were in the 

top wealth quintile in 1793 compared to 7 percent or less of those households that had been in 

the bottom 60 percent in 1783. 

   

Conclusions 

 This paper has used tax lists to investigate the distribution of wealth and economic 

mobility over the decade following the Revolutionary War in York County, part of the 

Pennsylvania backcountry in the late 1700’s.  Standard measures of inequality are inconclusive 

about the trend in the distribution of wealth in York County between 1783 and 1793.  Measures 

that focus on the wealth gap between the very richest and very poorest households indicate that 

this gap narrowed between 1783 and 1793.  Broader measures of inequality, however, point 
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towards a small increase in wealth inequality.  On the issue of economic mobility, the very 

poorest and very richest households recorded an increase in assessed wealth relative to the 

median while those in the middle percentiles fell relative to the median.  Households that 

remained in the county were far more likely to see an improvement in their relative status than to 

experience a decline.  64 percent of households in the bottom quintile in 1783 had moved to a 

higher wealth quintile in 1793; only 32 percent of households that had been in the top quintile 

had fallen to a lower quintile in 1793.  More than 40 percent of households disappeared from the 

tax lists, with the poorest being the most likely to leave the county.   
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Table 1 

Wealth in York County, 1783 and 1793 

The table reports some summary statistics on the assessed wealth in York County for 1783 and 

1793.  All money values are expressed in current Pennsylvania pounds.  

  

 1783  1793 

    

Number of Households 5,725  6,141 

Percent with zero wealth 6.0  0.9 

Four largest values 2,473  2,664 

 2,579  2,830 

 2,620  3,301 

 3,511  4,500 

Mean  174.5  158.4 

Mean if wealth is greater than zero 185.6  159.9 

Median 106.5  94.1 
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Table 2 

Wealth in York County, 1783 and 1793 Quantiles 

The table summarizes the wealth distribution functions in York County for 1783 and 1793.  All 

money values are expressed in current Pennsylvania pounds.  

  

    1783               1793 

 

Percentile 

Wealth at 

Percentile 

 

Percent of Median 

Wealth at 

Percentile 

 

Percent of Median 

     

1 0 0.0 2.5 2.7 

5 0 0.0 6.0 6.4 

10 10.0 9.4 12.0 12.8 

20 23.0 21.6 20.0 21.3 

30 46.0 43.2 39.5 42.0 

40 75.0 70.4 65.2 69.3 

50 (median) 106.5 100.0 94.1 100.0 

60 145.0 136.2 127.5 135.5 

70 198.4 186.3 173.0 183.8 

80 270.0 253.5 245.0 260.4 

90 408.4 383.4 374.0 397.4 

95 588.5 552.6 528.0 561.1 

99 1,055.8 991.4 939.0 997.9 
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Table 3 

Wealth Inequality in York County, 1783 and 1793 

The table reports relative and absolute indices of wealth inequality in York County for 1783 and 

1793. 

  

 1783 1793 

   

90th/10th percentile ratio 271.9 105.7 

20:20 ratio 53.07 43.28 

Coefficient of variation 1.272 1.355 

Gini coefficient 0.567 0.573 

   

Absolute Gini coefficient 98.9 90.81 

Theil (α = 0) 0.513 0.584 

Kolm 67.1 59.0 

Absolute Palma 652.9 610.1 
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Table 4 

Wealth Inequality by Presumed National Origin, 1783 and 1793 

The table reports the number of households, shares of assessed wealth, and the Gini coefficients 

for in York County for 1783 and 1793 by nationality. 

  

 1783 1793 

   

Number of Households 5,725 6,141 

   

Dutch 10 23 

English/Quaker 829 733 

French 68 64 

German 2,953 3,557 

Scotch-Irish 1,855 1,756 

Other/Unassigned 10 8 

   

Shares of Assessed Wealth   

   

Dutch 0.3 0.4 

English/Quaker 14.8 11.3 

French 1.7 1.6 

German 52.3 57.1 

Scotch-Irish 30.8 29.5 

Other/Unassigned 0.1 0.1 

   

Gini coefficient   

   

Dutch 0.35 0.59 

English/Quaker 0.57 0.54 

French 0.53 0.49 

German 0.56 0.58 

Scotch-Irish 0.58 0.56 
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Table 5 

Households in 1783 Who Remained or Disappeared in 1793 

The table reports the percentage of households in 1783 who remained or disappeared from York 

County in 1793 by economic status and by presumed national origin. 

  

 Remaining Gone 

   

All Households 57.3 42.7 

   

1783 Wealth Quintile   

   

Bottom 32.3 67.7 

Second 49.8 50.2 

Middle 63.1 36.9 

Fourth 69.6 30.4 

Top 71.4 28.6 

   

Nationality 

 

  

Dutch 40.0 60.0 

English/Quaker 52.6 47.4 

French 60.3 39.7 

German 61.5 38.5 

Scotch-Irish 52.7 47.3 

Other/Unassigned 30.0 70.0 
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Table 6 

Single Men in 1783 Who Remained or Disappeared in 1793 

The table reports the number and percentage of the 457 single freemen in 1783 who remained or 

disappeared from York County in 1793 along with the economic status of those who remained. 

  

 Number Share 

   

Disappeared 291 63.5 

Still a Single Freeman in 1793 36 8.1 

Taxable in 1793 130 28.4 

   

1793 Wealth Quintile of 

Taxables Who Remained 

  

   

Bottom 35 26.9 

Second 35 26.9 

Middle 22 16.9 

Fourth 24 18.5 

Top 14 10.8 
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Figure 1.  Generalized Lorenz curves for assessed wealth in York County, 1783 and 1793. 
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Figure 2.  Wealth Mobility in York County between 1783 and 1793. 
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