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     Introduction     

  Th is book relates the story of a singular group of English merchants who 
expected to profi t from a massive speculation in the conquest of Ireland. It 
examines key events in England and Ireland, 1641– 60, exploring the role of 
this small and highly infl uential oligarchy and demonstrating how its members 
guided the course of warfare and politics to achieve their desired outcomes in 
both kingdoms. 

 By the mid- seventeenth century, the European age of exploration was 
drawing to a close and its age of colonisation and empire had begun. Success 
in far- fl ung shores became a source of status for European monarchs and a 
focus of pride for the early modern European state as colonial projects were 
developed. Even the sea that separated home dominions from colonies became 
a subject for territorial claims. In England’s case this was expressed in John 
Selden’s  Mare Clausum , published in 1635, which established the notion of ter-
ritorial jurisdiction over the seas adjacent to England and any of its territories.  1   
By then, some foreign dominions were of considerable value, for example the 
Spanish- controlled silver mines at Potosí and the English tobacco plantations 
of Virginia. Most, however, comprised fragile colonies that would require con-
siderable investment to become viable. Almost all outward development and 
investment, from Sweden to Spain and in all the maritime states in between, 
was planned, undertaken and fi nanced not by governments, but by merchants. 
Merchants from all states operated across colonial borders, and there is a wide 
gap between the aspirational literature of the period and reality. Th e contem-
porary literature would have us believe that colonial development was the work 
of kings and states, grand strategic minds at the helm of a great endeavour. In 
reality, colonies were developed initially by merchants from all states, looking 
for quick profi ts in any distant theatre and allied to or competing with one 
another as it suited them. Unlike the world of their political masters, theirs was 
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already a globalised world. Events in one theatre reverberated over consid-
erable distances, sometimes with unexpected consequences. Although some 
important studies have emerged in recent years, by and large the role of the 
seventeenth- century English merchant, hidden in plain sight, has managed to 
elude the attention of contemporary commentators and later historians alike. 

  The Adventure for Irish l and 

 Th e Adventure for Irish land of March 1642 was a shared- ownership specu-
lation in the conquest of Ireland. Th e gentry, merchants and modest artisans 
who invested in this endeavour intended that their money would fi nance a 
private army to crush the Irish rebellion that had broken out in October 1641. 
Th e money would be repaid in the form of confi scated land, quickly and at 
an attractive rate of return. Th e Adventurers Act of 1642 assumed that the 
rebellion in Ireland was a general one and that all Catholic- owned land in 
Ireland would be subject to forfeiture. Th e speculators thus assumed respon-
sibility for the conquest of Ireland, and they required its unconditional sur-
render in order to be recompensed. A negotiated surrender might reduce the 
amount of confi scated land and deny them their spoils. It was this require-
ment that provided the basis for the Cromwellian land settlement of the 1650s 
and its subsequent confi rmation by Charles II with the Acts of Settlement and 
Explanation in 1662 and 1665.  2   Denied instant gratifi cation as their army was 
diverted elsewhere, for twenty- three frustrating years the Adventurers for Irish 
land engaged in a relentless pursuit of the estates of Catholic Ireland. Th eir 
obsession with Irish land provides the central theme of this book and also its 
central paradox, for although almost all had supported parliament vigorously 
in its uprising against Charles I, the speculators were eventually awarded this 
land by his son, Charles II. 

 Th ere were approximately 1,300 subscribers to the speculation in the con-
quest of Ireland. Th ey were represented by a much smaller group of around 
twenty men, hereaft er referred to as the ‘Adventurers’, who led them with 
remarkable consistency until their claims were discharged. Th e Adventurers 
were also the leading fi nancial supporters of parliament in its initial con-
frontation with Charles I, a confrontation that unfolded as the Adventurers 
Act was being prepared in the early months of 1642. Consequently, the Irish 
Adventure and the parliamentary cause became quickly intertwined, with 
the result that the resources raised to be used against the rebels in Ireland 
were instead used against the king in England. Rather than focus on the well- 
documented peers and elected representatives central to this confl ict between 
king and parliament, this book reveals the careers of those merchants who 
worked behind closed doors in parliamentary committee rooms and fi nan-
cial bureaucracies to divert resources to where they might best serve the 
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Adventurers’ own interests, at times to the benefi t of their political leaders, but 
sometimes against them. 

 Th e Adventurers for Irish land were drawn mainly from the burgeoning 
English Atlantic trade. England’s western colonial enterprises were under-
taken through individual companies and less formal groups that raised funds 
to establish plantations. Investors belonged, for example, to the Dorchester 
Company, created in 1619 to establish a colony in New England and to the 
London Company of the Somers Isles, created in 1615 to found a colony on 
Bermuda. Th e Honourable Irish Society was created in 1609 to develop the 
plantation of Derry in the north of Ireland and was fi nanced by the Companies 
of London, who were otherwise primarily responsible for the trade of the 
capital.  3   Th e Adventurers also included some notable fi gures from English 
chartered trading companies, the Muscovy, Levant and East India companies, 
together with the Fellowship of Merchant Adventurers. Th e membership of 
these groups overlapped to some degree. 

 Th e chartered trading companies, offi  cially responsible for England’s 
external trade, were not involved in plantations. Th ese companies exercised 
commercial monopolies, issued by the king, to trade in specifi c geographical 
regions and their investors were drawn from a wealthier and more established 
class of merchant than those of the smaller western enterprises. In contrast 
to the Dutch Republic where a West India Company was created to manage 
all its American trade, English trade in the Atlantic consisted of a prolifer-
ation of small, independent colonial ventures. Most participants in the nascent 
Atlantic trade belonged to a distinct group of merchants with English Puritan 
or Dutch Calvinist affi  liations, religious ties they shared with the peers who 
backed these enterprises. Th e largest overseas trade association, the Fellowship 
of Merchant Adventurers, was a company of merchants specifi cally concerned 
with the cloth trade between England and continental Europe, for which the 
Merchant Adventurers held a royal monopoly. England’s external trade was 
better organised in theory than in practice and the 1630s were characterised by 
continual attempts of independent merchants to infi ltrate business controlled 
by the monopoly companies, operating usually on a casual basis but some-
times with a seemingly arbitrary commission awarded by the king.  4   

 Th e merchants who organised around the Adventure for Irish land were 
drawn from these three groups, comprising the rising Atlantic merchants, 
their established counterparts from the chartered companies and independent 
traders seeking fortune where they could. Th ey recognised that there were also 
large profi ts to be made in military contracting and, in addition, the Atlantic 
merchants had developed expertise in establishing plantations. Th ey saw the 
military conquest of Ireland as a step towards the development of another 
commercially successful colony. All were familiar with the concept of pri-
vate warfare, through their colonial enterprises or through the development 
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of military contracting in Europe during the course of the Th irty Years War, 
1618– 48. 

 Among these merchants, one is central to this narrative. Maurice Th omson’s 
extensive colonial interests and business partnerships were fi rst revealed by 
Robert Brenner in his study of the rise of what he termed the ‘New Merchants’ 
in pre- revolutionary England.  5   Maurice Th omson began his career as a 
Virginia tobacco planter in the 1620s and he rose to become governor of the 
English East India Company in 1657, the apex of England’s merchant hierarchy. 
Th omson maintained a continuous engagement with Ireland throughout this 
period, in trade, fi nance, military supply and fi nally with the acquisition of 
land. He emerged briefl y in English aff airs, during pivotal episodes, and then 
receded to concentrate on his business interests. Maurice Th omson is rarely 
found directly in parliamentary or other offi  cial records, yet this study shows 
that he was never more than one step removed from central political fi gures 
and decisions. Of the triumvirate of merchants at the centre of the English 
parliament’s fi nancial arrangements for Ireland, only Th omson had this exclu-
sively colonial background. William Pennoyer, a partner with Th omson in 
some Atlantic tobacco ventures who also appears throughout this narrative, 
was a member of the Levant Company. Another of the leading protagonists, 
Th omas Andrews, was a senior member of the Massachusetts Bay Company 
and derived his wealth from his association with the Craddock family, leaders 
of the Eastland Company. Andrews had started out as a linen draper but was 
Master of the Leather- Sellers Company of London by 1638. It is possible that he 
spent the winter of 1639– 40 in Rotterdam in the company of a radical Puritan 
preacher, Sidrach Simpson.  6   By late 1642, Th omas Andrews served as the treas-
urer for the Adventure for Irish land and held a host of other key positions in 
parliament’s fi nancial apparatus.  

  F inance 

 In its seventeenth- century context, an ‘adventure’ was a speculation, fi nancial 
or otherwise. Th e closest modern equivalent is venture capital, from which the 
investor hopes to recoup both a share of the profi ts and the original invest-
ment, but risks losing the entire gamble. ‘Adventure’ was in widespread use 
among colonial merchants to describe sums of money risked on colonial 
projects in the hope of a handsome return. An adventure could be in person 
as well as in money and one could risk oneself as a planter or soldier in the 
hope of a return in money or property. Financial adventures were typically 
collaborative. Th e sharing of risk suited the less wealthy, the merchants of 
the middling sort who typically participated in colonial schemes. Adventures 
took many forms and ranged from a small consortium of investors in a single 
voyage to large projects such as the Second Virginia Company that attracted 
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over 1,000 subscriptions in 1619.  7   For most large projects a strict class system 
was observed, with a person of title, who acted as patron and obtained a 
royal charter for the venture, working with an assortment of lesser peers and 
well- connected merchants who provided the bulk of the fi nancial and other 
resources. Most of the colonial schemes launched during the fi rst half of the 
seventeenth century took this form. 

 A common opportunity for the less wealthy members of the merchant com-
munity to participate in shareholding enterprises was through the shared 
ownership of merchant vessels.  8   Although the very wealthy could aff ord to be 
sole owners, the risk of owning a ship was normally spread among four to six-
teen individuals, who may also have had a share of ownership in her cargo. Th e 
number of ships owned by these lesser merchants rose steadily throughout 
the 1630s, refl ecting the increase in trade between London and the Atlantic 
colonies of New England, Virginia and the Caribbean.  9   Th e India trade was 
the exception as the English East India Company (EEIC) owned its own ships, 
but each voyage was treated as an individual adventure with its own distinct 
group of subscribers. Th e EEIC leased its ships to investors in each voyage 
and also took a share of the profi ts. Foreign trade and the shipping required 
to service it gave rise to a considerable community of merchants familiar 
with the concepts of shared risk and long- term credit, but who could only 
aff ord to participate on a relatively modest scale. Th e early colonial period 
was, therefore, characterised by a huge increase in co- operative endeavours. 
Th e Adventure for Irish land, in addition to its expected fi nancial rewards, 
off ered an opportunity for social mobility through the acquisition of a landed 
estate. Consequently, the rising Atlantic merchants and ship- owners featured 
prominently among its subscribers. In addition to attracting the largest 
amount of money of any English colonial speculation, the Adventure for Irish 
land was also the most socially diverse. Although the usual confi guration of 
peers and minor gentry undertook initially to participate, in the end only one 
peer invested and the leadership of the venture was left  in the hands of a few 
aldermen and an assortment of merchants with no social titles at all. 

 Th e body of merchants comprising the Adventurers for Irish land operated 
on a global scale, realising the colonial and imperial ambitions of their pol-
itical collaborators, with the lucky few profi ting handsomely from their 
involvement. Th e interaction of early modern politicians and merchants was 
characterised by a requirement to keep their political and fi nancial ambitions 
in reasonable alignment, to allow politics to be fi nanced on one side and a 
profi t to be made on the other. Th is system permitted an expense on state or 
military fi nance to be off set against a subsequent gain in trade or a concession, 
the normal arrangement between the Adventurers and the series of English 
governments from 1642 to 1660. Merchants and the polity developed a sym-
biosis that remains to be fully explored as the historiographical convention 
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is to treat these two topics, politics and money, separately. In political his-
tory, the nation state is usually seen as the most appropriate container and 
most narratives reconstruct a national boundary to describe events within it. 
Th is is evident in the histories of most of the geographical regions of the early 
modern Atlantic world that treat each European state with its nascent empire 
as a separate entity. Th e history of commerce is less easily contained within a 
territory. Th e concept of ‘circum- Atlantic’ history attempts to escape territorial 
boundaries; the idea is that the history of the Atlantic is a transnational one 
that transcends the European nation states and also draws Asian economies 
into an expanding Atlantic network.  10   Th e Adventurers for Irish land belonged 
to this circum- Atlantic world. 

 Th e position of Ireland in the circum- Atlantic has been discussed by Jane 
Ohlmeyer in her historiographical survey article, ‘Seventeenth- Century Ireland 
and the New British and Atlantic Histories’, examining emerging scholarship 
on the topics of religious, cultural and political commonalities.  11   Ohlmeyer 
takes issue with the regionalism of Irish historiography and embraces the trend 
towards including Ireland’s history with that of its neighbours. Shared themes 
in the separate histories of England’s Atlantic colonies are also discussed in 
an edited volume,  Th e Westward Enterprise , but this work is essentially a 
collection of regional histories and emphasises the diversity of the English col-
onies as opposed to what they had in common.  12   A  recent study by Alison 
Games examines a broad cross- section of English colonial projects, from the 
Caribbean to the Indian Oceans in the 1630s and 1640s, emphasising migra-
tion across colonies and the spread of a conforming worldview.  13   Many of the 
Adventurers’ colonial interests and business partnerships were fi rst revealed by 
Robert Brenner in his study of the rise of what he termed the ‘New Merchants’ 
in pre- revolutionary England.  14   Although Brenner’s work is an invaluable 
guide to English merchant networks, this book demonstrates that his char-
acterisation of these networks as sharply divided between company (old) and 
colonial (new) merchants is an oversimplifi cation. Th e majority of colonial 
merchants was drawn initially from the Levant Company and the Fellowship 
of Merchant Adventurers and it was their expertise in shipping that drew them 
into the Atlantic arena. Brenner’s narrative ends with the dissolution of the 
Rump Parliament in 1653; the merchants’ actions thereaft er disprove his argu-
ment that they were revolutionaries. 

 Aside from their business interests, many of the leading Adventurers were 
also reforming Puritans and contributed either towards the establishment of 
the New England colonies or to one of the smaller Puritan ventures in the 
Caribbean. A  number joined campaigns to appoint Calvinist ministers in 
London and some had Calvinist Dutch connections, both commercial and 
familial, and maintained regular dealings with the better known Puritan peers, 
most notably Robert Rich, earl of Warwick. Prior to 1641, they were also deeply 
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involved with an emerging network of New English landlords and merchants 
in Ireland centred on Richard Boyle, earl of Cork, and provided fi nance to 
both Protestant and Catholic landowners in Ireland. Th ese credit facil-
ities, derived from Dutch innovations, marked the progression of the future 
Adventurers from merchants to fi nanciers. Th e principal Dutch fi scal innov-
ation of the early seventeenth century was the development of a transparent 
clearing institution through which instruments of credit could be exchanged.  15   
Th e Adventurers were familiar with the Dutch fi nancial revolution and under-
stood how money worked as a means of exchange.  16   Money also represents a 
store of value, but the pre- eminent store of value in the early modern world 
was land. Unless parliament had credit, and early in 1642 this was not the case, 
it required either money or land to collateralise its military campaigns. Both 
would be provided by the Adventure for Irish land.  

  The historio graphy of the Adventure for Irish l and 

 Th e signifi cance of the Adventurers Act has been interpreted over the years 
in several ways.  17   John P.  Prendergast, writing in 1890, viewed it as a fi nal 
plantation scheme under which the total conquest of Ireland was envisaged.  18   
To Prendergast, the Adventure was a private enterprise over which the king 
had little control, and it obliged many Catholic landowners, with some reluc-
tance, to take up arms against the crown. Robert Mahaff y (1908) provided an 
extensive introduction to the initial legislation and the subsequent dealings 
of the Adventurers with parliament in the preface to his calendar of material 
relating to the Adventurers in the Public Record Offi  ce in England.  19   William 
Scott’s corporatist analysis of the Adventure, published in 1910, includes the 
observation that although the Adventure was a ‘lottery- loan’ and not a joint 
stock company in the technical sense, a successful outcome depended on the 
Adventurers cooperating in the fi tting out of troops and the prosecution of a 
campaign for the conquest of Ireland.  20   Th is is an important observation as 
the Adventurers could not be passive investors if the sharing out of Irish land, 
their only promised return, was ever to take place. 

 J.R. MacCormack’s analysis of the political loyalties of those Adventurers 
who were MPs was published in 1956 and it revealed how the Adventure was 
factional, supported by a far greater proportion of parliamentarians than 
royalists.  21   Karl S. Bottigheimer observed in 1967 that ‘the Adventurers were 
to play a participating, if never dominant, role in the formulation of Irish 
policy’, a reference to the inclusion of some Adventurers who were not MPs 
at meetings of the English parliament’s Committee for Irish Aff airs in 1643.  22   
Th is assertion has become the accepted interpretation of the political role of 
the Adventurers. Bottigheimer’s subsequent monograph, published in 1971, 
 English Money and Irish Land , published for the fi rst time, as appendices, lists 
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of the original Adventurers from 1642 to 1643 and their equivalents in 1658, 
following the initial Cromwellian land settlement.  23   Bottigheimer’s work, how-
ever, is a study of the Adventure, and not of the Adventurers who subscribed 
to and managed the investment. Th is book shows that the signifi cance of the 
Adventure for Irish land lies not in the capital raised, but in the merchants who 
provided it, the subsequent use of their money and their relentless campaign 
to take their profi ts. 

 Hugh Hazlett contextualised the fi scal impact of the Adventure in a general 
study of all of the English fundraising eff orts to support the war in Ireland.  24   
Hazlett observed that an existing fundraising scheme in 1642, a church gate 
collection to provide relief to ‘the poor Protestants of Ireland’, failed due to a 
general perception that the money raised was being diverted by parliament 
to be used for its own ends.  25   He provides a useful table showing that the 
Adventure raised £333,000 out of a total of £2,031,000 raised in England to 
fund the military conquest of Ireland between 1642 and 1649.  26   Th ese fi gures 
demonstrate that although the Adventurers invested a substantial sum, it was 
hardly one of overwhelming signifi cance in the context of the total amount 
of English money spent on the conquest of Ireland.  27   Th ere were indeed sub-
stantial diff erences between the purposes for which money was raised during 
this period and how it was spent. Equally, there were considerable diff erences 
between parliament’s aspirations to raise funds and the amounts actually 
collected. Reports of state fi nancing schemes from the early modern period, 
when taken at face value, have the ability to deceive. Diff erentiating the inten-
tion to raise funds from the amounts actually raised and then from the uses to 
which these funds were put provides a more accurate picture of parliament’s 
fi nancial arrangements. Th e most recent study of the Adventurers, published 
twenty years ago, was by Keith Lindley in his article ‘Irish Adventurers and 
Godly Militants’. Lindley, using Bottigheimer’s lists, focuses on the religious 
motives of some of the Adventurers. He devotes some space to the individ-
uals calendared as members of Adventurers’ committees in the 1640s and 
mentioned in Bottigheimer’s text, and highlights the merchants’ religious 
orientation but does not dwell on their commercial activities. Th e fi nal page 
of Lindley’s article, drawing heavily on the work of Robert Brenner, deals with 
the colonial connections of some of the Adventurers, although Brenner, as 
Lindley points out, analysed only the Additional Sea Adventure of July 1642.  28   

 All of these works suff er from two distinct weaknesses, both connected 
to the regionalism prevalent in Irish historiography of the early modern 
period. Firstly, the analyses are unduly infl uenced by the consequence of the 
Adventurers Act, the Cromwellian Land Settlement, and do not focus on the 
Act itself. Th e Adventure for Irish land is uniformly portrayed as yet another 
phase of the English plantation of Ireland, the colonisation of the rest of the 
country being a logical progression from the regional plantations eff ected by 
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the Tudors and Stuarts during the preceding century. Th e framing of the Act 
itself has attracted little discussion and its text is taken at face value, with no 
weight given to the circumstances surrounding the framing of the initial legis-
lation. Th e Adventurers Act was framed in London in a convoluted process 
that began in January 1642 following the English parliament’s initial ousting 
of Charles I from his capital. Its promoters were central to the faction in the 
English parliament opposing the king. Th e process of the framing of the Act 
must, therefore, be considered in its English context, not solely as a further 
instrument of plantation. 

 Th e second gap in the treatment of the Adventure for Irish land to date is the 
absence of any meaningful analysis of the 1,300 Adventurers who subscribed 
to the fund, although they were identifi ed and tabulated by Bottigheimer in 
1971. As only a handful were commercially active in Ireland prior to 1642, 
and hardly any ever visited the country, a cloak of anonymity is maintained 
and the Adventurers’ signifi cant role in England’s Civil Wars has eluded 
Irish and, to a considerable degree, English historians. To the English parlia-
ment, it was the Adventurers who were important and not the Adventurers 
Act. Th e Adventurers, organised as a corporate body, had a distinct leader-
ship comprising approximately twenty merchants with strong connections 
among independent MPs and peers, as well as within London’s political and 
military institutions. With their backgrounds in trade and colonial shipping, 
the Adventurers already possessed, collectively, one of the strongest navies 
in the early modern world when the 1641 rebellion erupted in Ireland. Th e 
Committee of Adventurers, established in March 1642, dispersed into the 
highest positions in parliamentary fi nance and occupied leading posts on 
every important English fi nancial committee by January 1643. Th e multiplicity 
of committees created by parliament during this period to fi nance its militar-
isation appear disjointed, but there was an Adventurer for Irish land on every 
one of them and the leading Adventurers met regularly at Grocers’ Hall in 
London throughout the 1640s and 1650s. Understanding the importance of the 
Adventurers in England is crucial to understanding the paradox of the subse-
quent Irish land settlement, and in order to make sense of the land settlement 
it is necessary to appreciate the Adventurers’ motives and grasp the scale of 
their ambitions. 

 Th e London merchant polity experienced revolutionary change during 
the winter of 1641– 42, at the same time as the Adventure for Irish land was 
being developed and negotiated. Respected aldermen on London’s represen-
tative assemblies were being replaced by merchants from the colonial and 
shipping trades and an unprecedented struggle for the mayoralty of London 
underlined a shift  in political power away from the existing establishment.  29   
Th e London- based Adventurers were prominent participants in this upheaval. 
David Cressy off ers a more reductionist analysis of this political turmoil than 
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Brenner, arguing that events were focused almost entirely on London, with 
an emphasis on religious and cultural disturbances.  30   Th is interpretation 
understates the eff ect of the Irish rebellion of October 1641 on London’s mer-
chant community and how Charles’s indecisive response to the rebellion gave 
rise to a further challenge to his authority.  31   Parliament’s most signifi cant 
fi nancial underwriters were the leaders of the Adventure for Irish land, yet 
despite a vibrant debate that continues today over the political and societal 
causes of the English Civil War, the role of those who fi nanced its outbreak has 
not been analysed.  32   Th is book demonstrates that the raising of money to be 
used against rebellious Ireland and for rebellious England were components in 
the same fi nancial machine. Immediately prior to the outbreak of hostilities in 
England, the English response to the war in Ireland required a fast mobilisation 
of resources and the creation of an eff ective coalition to achieve this. Th is coali-
tion would have a lasting impact, for although the Adventure for Irish land was 
not a direct cause of the English revolt, it was a facilitator, bringing together 
Adamson’s ‘Junta’ of peers, central to the confrontation between king and par-
liament, with Brenner’s ‘New Merchants’ who had the resources to raise both 
an army and a navy. Th ese peers were already the merchants’ best customers 
and their alliances bypassed the established relationships that existed between 
parliament and the merchant leadership of the City of London, the normal 
route through which state fi nance was raised. 

 Economic life in England in the fi rst half of the seventeenth century was a slow 
and unplanned process of commercialisation, a transition from an agrarian to a 
mercantile economy.  33   It took just twenty years, 1620– 40, for the Virginian and 
Caribbean colonies to achieve the same transition, and to generate a surplus 
of mercantile wealth, concentrated in the hands of a small number of colonial 
contractors in London. Th e historiography of the early English colonies in the 
Americas tends towards a focus on the social and religious development of the 
colonies, with less emphasis on the motives and expectations of the promoters 
of these colonies back in England.  34   Th e speculators at home wanted to make 
money and, from their perspective, New England was a failure when compared 
with the profi table tobacco and cotton plantations to the south. To spread risk, 
the bigger merchants operated in more than one territory, and colonial Virginia 
and plantation Ireland had many English investors in common. 

 English colonial enterprises in Ireland and in the Atlantic colonies of 
Virginia and Massachusetts Bay were being run along or less the same lines by 
1640. All had local parliaments with local courts and local offi  cers, although 
only in Ireland were these courts answerable to the Privy Council in England 
and ultimately to the king.  35   Th is distinction was important as it allowed the 
Atlantic colonies to be administered by the peers and companies granted these 
territorial rights and their agents. Ken Macmillan argues against this theory 
of ‘government by license’ and contends that the state took a keen interest in 
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colonial aff airs.  36   Th is is true in terms of the conditions written into the various 
patentees’ charters, but practical interventions were rare. Some of the leading 
Adventurers had lived in Virginia for many years, becoming used to relative 
independence from absolute rule. Other independently minded colonists, 
largely from New England and who returned just before the English revolt, took 
leading political and religious roles on the parliamentary side, having a dispro-
portionate impact when compared to the tiny numbers of returning colonists 
involved.  37   Many of the leading Adventurers feature among the Puritan 
protagonists in John Donohue’s work on the English Revolution.  38   With their 
Dutch links, most of the leading London- based Adventurers were associated 
with Calvinist churches established in London.  39   Th is provided another oppor-
tunity for discourse between like- minded people with many religious, polit-
ical and commercial interests in common. Th e Adventurers for Irish land not 
drawn from the maritime merchant community were oft en involved in Dutch 
trade, either through the Fellowship of Merchant Adventurers or independ-
ently. Trade links reinforced family connections that made possible Dutch 
infl uence over the Adventurers’ later innovations in state fi nance. 

 Although overwhelmingly merchants, the typical Adventurer for Irish land 
fails to satisfy the classical defi nition of a mercantilist, who uses trade as a lever 
to wield power.  40   Power was not the primary objective of the Adventurers and 
their leadership rarely sought or accepted political offi  ce. Th eir belligerence in 
foreign policy in the early 1650s, betraying their Dutch partnerships, was not 
meant to increase territory. It refl ected the widely accepted belief at the time 
that global trade was fi xed in size and the only route to increasing one’s share 
of it was to deprive others.  41   Once battle lines were drawn in England, Ireland 
and Scotland the Adventurers alternated between the fi nancing of war and the 
development of their extra- territorial commercial empires. Th ey maintained a 
particular interest in Ireland where the fate of their Adventure was at stake and 
eagerly embraced the profi ts to be made through providing military supplies 
for Ireland’s conquest.  42   In all of these areas they sought to maximise their 
share of the spoils to the exclusion of all others. 

 In examining the events of the Wars of the Th ree Kingdoms from the per-
spective of the Adventurers, this book takes a step back from Marxist and revi-
sionist interpretations of the key events of the period but still relies on many of 
the signifi cant works that have appeared in recent years to provide a political 
framework to the Adventurers’ actions. John Adamson’s narrative of the pol-
itical background to the 1642 rift  between the English king and his parliament 
exposes the organisational framework on which the Adventurers’ fi nancial and 
political structures were fi rst formed.  43   To gain insights into the Adventurers’ 
perceptions of the world in which they lived I have relied on Michael Braddick 
and Sarah Mortimer, while for wider societal impressions of developments at 
Westminster the work by Jason Peacy on print culture has been invaluable.  44   
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For the Irish political context to 1642 this narrative owes much to the work of 
Robert Armstrong, Eamon Darcy and Jane Ohlmeyer.  45   Th e area of English 
parliamentary fi nance has been the subject of a number of recent studies that 
deal both with management at the centre and collection at local level.  46   

 Th e Adventurers for Irish land were appointed to leading roles in all of 
parliament’s major fi nancial committees, and also to the later committees that 
dealt with the sale or letting of royalist, ecclesiastical and crown property.  47   
Th e proliferation of committees appears to be disorganised but each was, in 
fact, headed by a sub- set of Adventurers who regularly met, in private, at the 
Adventurers’ committee room at Grocers’ Hall in London. As a result, the parlia-
mentary fi nancial committees can be considered holistically, as opposed to being 
treated as separate entities. Th e Adventurers normally appointed their associates 
from previous commercial partnerships, or family members, to key and subor-
dinate positions in each committee. To oversee these activities, a Committee of 
Accounts was appointed by parliament, also mainly comprised of Adventurers 
for Irish land. Parliament’s fi nancial committees were thus far more homogenous 
than individual studies of the records suggest. As they were controlled, staff ed and 
audited by a small group of unelected merchants, the potential for corruption is all 
too apparent. It would be a mistake to view these committee- men as prototypes 
for the high- principled and impartial civil servants of later centuries, as they 
were nothing of the sort. Th eir self- regulated state treasury, staff ed throughout 
by family members and business partners, could not have been better designed 
for widespread corruption and favouritism. Parliamentary sequestrations were, 
in essence, just another form of plunder and the burden of taxation would always 
fall more heavily on the Adventurers’ competitors than on their partners. 

 Studies of England’s colonies during the Civil War years generally conform 
to the regional model. Th ere is a convention that describes the Virginia and 
Caribbean colonies as broadly royalist and New England as supportive of the 
parliamentary cause, but there is an underlying complication that the economic 
development of the colonies was primarily in the hands of the Adventurers, 
parliament’s fi nancial managers. Th ere is a noticeable pattern of alignment 
between economic expansions in the colonies that generated bullion, espe-
cially from sugar and the slave trade, and expansions of the parliamentary war 
eff ort which consumed it. Th roughout the 1640s, colonial profi ts increased 
rapidly in importance as a source of funds for the Adventurers to reinvest in 
the war eff ort at home. Taken in this monetary context, the colonial uprising 
in support of Charles II in 1649 and quashed by the parliamentary navy in 
1651 was of major signifi cance. Control of the profi ts from Caribbean sugar 
plantations played an increasingly important role in England’s fi nancial aff airs, 
a point that was probably not lost on the new king. Distant Barbados had 
become a weak link in the parliamentary fi nancial system forcing the English 
state, for the fi rst time, to intervene directly in colonial aff airs. It is a central 
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argument of this study that far- fl ung external sources of money were essential 
to the parliamentary fi nancial system. 

 Ireland’s role in this system, until Cromwell’s arrival in the summer of 1649, 
was frequently as an excuse to raise funds, or a handy source of ready cash 
to divert to other uses. Th ese patterns were apparent to commentators at the 
time. Samuel Sheppard’s observation in 1647 on a new subsidy of £20,000 per 
month to be collected for the war in Ireland refl ected a popular perception:

  But however posterity may censure their actions, they are agreed to set all their wits 
a wheeling, to wind up with as much money as may be (before they go) out of the 
pockets of the people, which they suppose may be best accomplished by the help of 
the old Engine of Levying money for the relief of Ireland: for which purpose they 
have passed and published a new ordinance for the raising of £20,000 per mensem. 
And they have feigned a new victory too (according to their old custom) to usher 
forward the design, thinking by that means to revive the Old Drooping Purchasers, 
or at least- wise to encourage some new upstart covetous creatures to a New- Hazard. 
Yes, and they have (as they used formerly to do) consulted with certain eminent 
citizens, to make free (but feigned) proff ers of lending certain considerable sums for 
that service, hoping by that means to draw in others whilst (God knows) they intend 
neither men nor moneys there.  48     

 Th ere was little by way of parliamentary opposition to this approach until 
Cromwell’s Irish campaign and his diligence in reliably paying his soldiers. 
Th e long war in Ireland was, however, beyond even the fi nancial resources of 
the Adventurers and the conquering army in Ireland was mired in debt by the 
mid- 1650s. 

 Consequently, by the time the Irish land settlement was being constructed, 
the Adventurers’ claims competed with those of Cromwell’s army whose pay 
arrears were also to be settled with Irish land. Technical aspects of the land 
surveys performed in Ireland, and the land settlement itself, have been the 
subject of extensive academic scrutiny.  49   Th ese studies, however, treat the 
land settlement within an Irish context, leaving aside the enmity that existed 
between the two camps, soldiers and Adventurers. Although the land surveys 
were headquartered in Dublin, where army claims for land were heard, the 
Adventurers insisted on managing their aff airs from London. Th is book 
highlights the confl ict between Adventurers and army over land that resulted 
in the Adventurers severing ties with Cromwell and his Protectorate. In his 
1962 assessment of the new men appointed by the Protectorate to manage its 
fi nances, Maurice Ashley states that ‘All of these men must have had a real 
infl uence on the determination of policy. Th ey formed a new class of gov-
ernment offi  cials, distinguished alike by their single- mindedness and ability, 
who were appointed because their special knowledge made them suitable for 
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the work’.  50   Th e Protectorate, in fact, was forced to recruit new, inexperienced 
offi  cials because of the Adventurers’ disagreement with Cromwell. Th e Irish 
Protectorate was so heavily in debt by 1658 that the Adventurers’ claims were 
tiny by comparison with those of the army, yet the Adventurers maintained 
that their claims took priority. 

 Th e Adventurers, for so long westward- facing, turned east and became pre-
occupied with developing their Levant and East India trade as a global trade 
network took shape. As part of this process they absorbed into their circle 
former royalist merchant grandees who had drift ed back to London following 
the execution of Charles I  in 1649. Th e Adventurers thus acquired a second 
group of important allies, alongside the Old Protestants in Ireland. As the 
Cromwellian Protectorate struggled to survive, the Adventurers continued to 
withhold fi nancial assistance and pressed their claims for land. Th ere was, by 
1660, little to distinguish them from the merchant elite they had superseded 
and their revolution had completed its circle.  

  Sources 

 As the Adventurers operated both on a global scale and in the most intimate 
committee rooms at the centre of the government of the Commonwealth, a 
comparative study from a wide range of primary sources was required to piece 
their story together. Th e records of the Adventurers, their partnerships, land 
transactions and various negotiations with the Protectorate regime in London 
are found in a discrete set of Irish State Papers at Th e National Archives in 
Kew.  51   Th e majority of Adventurers were drawn from the ranks of investors 
and merchants active in the colonies, so a detailed inspection of colonial 
sources, 1620– 40, with particular reference to how each Atlantic plantation 
was fi nanced, was needed in order to unpick their earlier associations.  52   Some 
of the colonial entrepreneurs also had dealings with Ireland, archived in 
Admiralty Court records and in the accounts of individual voyages. 

 To track the movement of funds from the Adventure to parliament, an inspec-
tion of army income receipts and payment warrants was undertaken.  53   Army 
payment warrants confi rmed that the Adventurers were both fundraiser for and 
benefi ciary of major army and navy contracts, thus controlling both fi nance and 
purchasing from the early stages of the confl ict. Th ese activities are even more 
apparent in the navy records. Parliamentary ordinances provided a vital source 
to identify the individuals underwriting each fi nancial initiative, particularly 
with regard to the collection of subsidies and the networks of collectors and 
assessors in the English provinces. Many of the collectors from coastal towns in 
the southwest of England were also active in the early colonial plantations. 

 Th e Adventurers’ involvement in Irish aff airs was through their member-
ship of the various iterations of the English parliament’s Committee for Irish 
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Aff airs, the only parliamentary committee for the period for which complete 
minutes survive.  54   Th eir key interventions included their opposition to the 
cessation of hostilities between Charles I and the Irish Confederates in 1643 
and their attempts to maintain a monopoly over military supplies sent from 
England to Ireland. I am very grateful to the History of Parliament Trust in 
London for sharing their unpublished essays on parliamentary committees, 
1640– 60, and to Professor John Adamson for pointing me towards this invalu-
able source. Th ere are separate records in State Papers for some of the larger 
fundraising eff orts, and matching records of repayments by parliamentary 
fi nance committees, details of which are referenced in the relevant chapters. 
Th ese loans were oft en the subject of popular scrutiny and as men of great 
wealth oft en are, the Adventurers found themselves written about in the 
popular press, especially in royalist news sheets.  55   Th e Adventurers were evi-
dently not well liked, as in addition to raising loans, they also collected taxes. 
Finally, although the Adventurers rarely published petitions of their own, the 
very few that survive provide signifi cant insights into their motivations.  

  Chapters 

 Th is book is arranged chronologically and relates the development of the 
Adventurers’ activities in various geographical regions within each chapter. 
It is an approach that demonstrates their involvement across multiple eco-
nomic and geographical domains and the ways in which these activities were 
interrelated.  Chapter 1  is a survey in an Atlantic context of the English and Irish 
activities, 1620– 41, of those merchants who became leaders of the Adventure 
for Irish land in 1642. Th e emergence of Ireland, particularly Munster, as a 
provisioning stop for traders between Europe and the Americas is examined, 
as is the network of ship- owners that managed the provisioning and servant 
trade between the two regions. In   chapter 2 , these colonial networks emerge 
as a powerful force in London politics at the outbreak of the city’s rebel-
lion against Charles I  in January 1642. Th e central argument of this chapter 
is that these merchant networks were not operating independently, but were 
contractors to or under the umbrella of specifi c peers. 

  Chapter 3  demonstrates for the fi rst time that the Adventure for Irish land, 
a suggestion of Richard Boyle, earl of Cork, was instigated and funded by the 
small circle of radical peers, politicians and merchants at the heart of the rebel-
lion against Charles I. Th e core purpose of the Adventure was political and the 
participants’ interest in Irish land appears incidental and opportunistic. Much 
of the money raised was only contributed aft er it became apparent in July 1642 
that the funds would be used to fi nance parliament’s forces in England. Most 
of the resources raised for the Adventure to Ireland were transferred to the 
parliamentary cause during the summer of 1642. Th e key argument in this 



� Empire and enterprise �16

chapter is that parliament prepared for war in England under the cover of its 
response to the rebellion in Ireland. 

  Chapter  4  traces the development of English state fi nance and policy 
towards Ireland during the fi rst English Civil War. Following the outbreak of 
formal hostilities in England, the Adventurers seized control over parliament’s 
fi nancial and military committees, using a network centred on Grocers’ Hall. 
Th e role of Grocers’ Hall is highlighted by demonstrating the process by which 
the functions of parliament’s Committee for Irish Aff airs were transferred to it, 
leaving the Adventurers in command of parliament’s policy for Ireland. 

 Th e focus of the story widens again in   chapter 5  as the Adventurers applied 
their English war profi ts to colonial developments, commandeering the 
chartered foreign trading companies in the process. Th ey retained their grip 
on parliamentary fi nances and targeted their colonial profi ts towards specifi c 
loans to fi nance the parliamentary army, which resulted in further trading 
concessions. Th e Adventurers navigated their way through the political 
upheavals in England, 1647– 49, and although quietly opposed to the execution 
of Charles I, they nevertheless gained control over the Council of State’s external 
trade policy.  Chapter 6  commences aft er the regicide, when the Adventurers 
appeared to be in an unassailable position. Th is chapter demonstrates that a 
core group of merchants dominated the greater part of England’s foreign trade, 
state fi nance and state expenditure. Th ey had developed an integrated fi scal 
state and were thus able to project considerable political infl uence as well as 
profi ting enormously from these activities. 

  Chapter 7 , the fi nal chapter, opens with the Adventurers’ breach with Oliver 
Cromwell over his intention to use most of the confi scated Irish land to settle 
debts due to the army in Ireland. Th e disagreement came to a head when 
Cromwell dissolved parliament in April 1653 and ordered the dismissal of the 
Adventurers from all state fi nance committees and other salaried positions. 
Th e departure of the Adventurers marked the beginning of a steady decline 
in the Protectorate’s fi nances and disasters in foreign policy that included the 
Western Design in the Caribbean and the subsequent naval war with Spain. 
Th e chapter concludes with a description of how the Adventurers leveraged an 
old relationship with General George Monck to help facilitate the restoration 
of Charles II.   
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( 1977 ), pp.  24 –   58  .  

     50        Maurice   Ashley  ,   Financial and Commercial Policy under the Cromwellian 
Protectorate   ( Oxford ,  1962 ), p.  9  .  

     51     TNA SP 63/ 288– 301,  Adventurers for Land . Th is is the collection calendared by 
Mahaff y. Th ere is, however, considerable additional material concerning the 
Adventurers in further volumes of the Irish State Papers, TNA SP 286– 287.  
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     52     Brenner’s  Merchants and Revolution  is the most convenient starting point, 
and almost all of the early American colonies have specifi c literature devoted 
to them .  Colonial Papers , TNA CO 1/ 5– 11, include references to many of the 
investors  and these were used alongside minute books of the Levant Company, 
TNA SP 110/ 10 and 55, and East India Company, BL IOR/ B/ 19– 26, to establish the 
pattern of investors migrating from the western colonies to the eastern companies.  

     53     Th e data contained in TNA SP 28/ 1 A- D, the army payment warrants in 1642, with 
some other records, was treated in this way. Th e specifi c dates at which payment 
warrants were raised, and then paid, were compared with the funds available to the 
treasurers of each fundraising committee at specifi c times.  

     54     Th e minute books for the Committee for Irish Aff airs are dispersed among State 
Papers in Th e National Archives and at several other repositories. Taken together, 
almost a complete series has been preserved. In broadly chronological order they 
are to be found in National Library of Ireland MS 14,305 (1642– 3); TNA SP 16/ 539/ 
2– 3 (1643– 4); BL, MS Add 4749A, 4771 (1643– 6); TNA SP 63/ 266 (1647); TNA SP 
21/ 26– 29 (1646– 9); BL, MS Add 4782 (1647– 8).  

     55     See especially Peacy,  Print and Public Politics . Th e majority of the material used in 
this study has been drawn from the Th omason Collection at the British Library, 
available through Early English Books Online,  http:eebo.cahdwyck.com/   . George 
Th omason, the publisher responsible for the collection, was a member of the 
Adventurers’ committee in London, 1643– 45.     
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