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    The book focuses on the establishment of the Swedish consular service in two specific
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lishment of the service to Sweden’s ambitious contemporary commercial policy.
    Special attention is paid to the growth in Swedish shipping activities. Traditionally, its
growth in the eighteenth century has been associated with protectionism, as embodied in
the Swedish Navigation Act (1724). 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

Introduction

 

Hee that commaunds the sea, commaunds the trade, and hee that is Lord of the
trade of the world is Lord of the wealth of the worlde.

Sir Walter Raleigh

 

1

 

1.1 Why study eighteenth-century Swedish consuls?

 

The Cinderella service—this is how the historian Desmond C.M. Platt has
described the British consular service in his outline of its history since 1825; an
ironic way of illustrating the discrepancy between humble consuls and high-
level diplomats.

 

2

 

 It is clear that the same social gap separated the Swedish con-
suls from their more upper-class colleagues at the Department of Foreign Af-
fairs. While high-level diplomats were recruited from Sweden’s aristocratic cir-
cles, consuls generally had, by contrast, relatively modest mercantile back-
grounds. And while grand issues of foreign policy preoccupied career diplo-
mats; consuls helped shipmasters to pay port duties in Lisbon or Livorno, or
mailed the latest issues of price currents from New York. Consuls did not make
important political decisions, and did not participate in the political game at
Stockholm—with some notable exceptions. 

Indeed, historians have seldom considered consuls as significant and interest-
ing actors; this perhaps is the reason why the history of the consular service has
received such limited attention in Sweden’s diplomatic history.

 

3

 

 The only his-
torical context in which the Swedish consular service has been studied more
deeply centres on the break-up of the union between Sweden and Norway in
1905. In the 1890s, the conflict concerning appointments of Swedish-Norwe-
gian consuls and the organization of the consular service became a serious
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 Padfield 1999, p. 2.
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 See Platt 1971.
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 For general reviews see Jägerskiöld 1957; Tunberg 1935, for consular service specifically see
Almqvist 1912–13.
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threat to relations between the two states, and is usually seen as the primary
cause of the end of the Scandinavian union.

 

4

 

One of the aims of this study is to redress this limited perspective. With the
help of new theoretical tools, and via a combination of diplomatic and eco-
nomic history, I will examine the role that the Swedish consular service played
between 1720 and 1815. 

The starting point of the study, the 1720s, marks the traditional turning
point in Sweden’s history. By 1718–21, Sweden had lost its great power status,
and political interest shifted from military to commercial priorities; in a way,
the active economic policy of the 1720s and 1730s was a substitute for military
expansion. The Mediterranean and the Iberian Peninsula played an important
role in this new policy. This region was interesting from the point of Swedish
commercial expansion but, at the same time, was an area where the Swedes
lacked established contacts. The establishment of the consular service was a
putative solution to this problem.

Southern Europe, in particular, is an interesting area from other points of
view: for example, Sweden’s semi-diplomatic relations with the North-African
states, and the active role of Swedish shipping in the endemic warfare in the
Mediterranean. In the established accounts of Swedish trade with southern
Europe, the commodity exchange has received major attention; shipping, on
the other hand, has been seen as a necessary, but not especially profitable or
unprofitable complement.

 

5

 

 Because of its own Navigation Act, so the argument
runs, Sweden had to build up sufficient shipping capacity to enable the country
to carry its exports and import salt and other southern-European commodities.
In contrast, I will argue that shipping and commodity exchange complemented
each other in a rather complex way; in fact, in specific situations the commod-
ity exchange might be a less profitable complement to highly profitable ship-
ping. Therefore, in the first case study (chapters 3, 4, and 5), much more
attention than in previous research will be paid to Swedish shipping and its
relationship to commodity trade. 

The concluding point of this case study is the end of the Napoleonic Wars.
After 1815, the Mediterranean and the Iberian Peninsula lost much of their
importance in Sweden’s shipping and trade. On the one hand, this might be
explained by the lost basis of neutrality for Sweden’s shipping after 1815. On
the other hand, different geographical areas, in particular the Baltic and Brit-
ain, reappeared as leading areas of trade growth.

The second case study (chapters 6 and 7) concerns the establishment of the
Swedish consular service in the United States, and Swedish transatlantic trade
and shipping after 1783. There are two important reasons for this choice. First,
the establishment of transatlantic contacts in the 1780s followed the same pol-
icy as the establishment of the consular service in southern Europe after 1720;
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in addition, Swedish transatlantic shipping developed as an extension of Swed-
ish shipping in southern Europe. Hence, we may investigate whether these
twin policies entailed the same results. Second, after 1800, the US became one
of Sweden’s major trading partners, due to the rapid expansion of Swedish iron
exports to North America, and a key question is whether the early-established
consular contacts played a role in that process. In particular, the focus will be
on the relationship between consuls’ economic functions and the development
of Sweden’s transatlantic trade and shipping. 

The major focus of the whole book is on the period between 1721, the year
of the Russo-Swedish Peace after the Great Northern War, and 1815, the year
of the Congress of Vienna, which ended the extended period of Franco-British
warfare. The period 1721–1815 also marks those years in which Sweden could
fully employ the strategy of neutrality shipping. 

This study has two major purposes. The first is descriptive. I aim to show
why and how the Swedish consular service was established in these two specific
areas and how it functioned. The second purpose is more analytical; to relate
the establishment of the consular service to the issue of neutrality shipping and,
at a theoretical level, to the question of protection costs and the productivity of
Swedish shipping.

The book focuses on only two, rather specific cases of interaction between
the consular service and the development of Swedish trade and shipping, and
in additon, addresses these cases over a rather limited period. It is a legitimite
question to ask why I have not examined the history of the Swedish consular
service up to the year 1906, when it was reorganised in a very different way. In
addition to the motives mentioned above, there is also a quite practical reason.
The consular archives of the Swedish Board of Trade, the major source here,
contain a vast volume of consular reports, especially reports concerning the
nineteenth century and reports from the big commercial centres such as Lon-
don, Amsterdam or Hamburg.
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 It has not been possible to explore this material
comprehensively, in the available time and with the available means. Quite
simply, I found it more valuable to concentrate on the two selected cases, and
to study them in depth.

How to study Swedish consuls? The creation of the Swedish consular service
was a part of the state-building process in Sweden, and one way to study con-
suls is to write an administrative history of the service. There is indeed such a
study, written by Johan Axel Almqvist. It provides a detailed account of the
consular service between the mid-seventeenth century and the administrative
reform of 1906, including data about specific consulates and consuls.
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 How-
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ever, it is a typical administrative history. It does not set the consular service in
the broad context of Sweden’s economic policy, nor of the long-term historical
developments connected to it.

The rising number of consulates dating from the beginning of the eight-
teenth century can also be perceived as an aspect of the process of bureaucrati-
sation. This is the approach used by Stefan Håkansson in his study of the
Swedish consular service, although focusing on a much later period (1906–21).
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Another way of placing the consular service in the context of the state-build-
ing process is to approach it from a neo-institutional perspective; to examine
the consular service as a formal institution. For example, many consular duties
might be comprised in the concept of transaction costs, the key concept of neo-
institutional economic theory. First, consuls collected business information (on
prices, market situations, business opportunities, etc.) and forwarded it either
to the sending state authorities, the Board of Trade in Sweden (

 

Kommerskolle-
gium

 

), or directly to economic actors, hence affecting information asymmetries
between actors of the sending state and foreigners. Second, they also assisted
subjects of the sending state in handling contacts with local authorities and
business partners in their district, hence reducing costs for contract enforce-
ment. Third, they affected the ‘protection costs’ of the sending state’s subjects,
by informing them of risks, and taking measures to diminish such risks. They
frequently represented absent shipowners at court when a ship or cargo was
declared a prize. Due to their semi-diplomatic status, they might directly affect
the security of commerce and shipping (for example, by the negotiation of
peace treaties with, and the forwarding of gifts to, the North-African rulers).
Thus, the consular service might be seen as a formal institution that external-
ised and tentatively diminished the transaction costs of actors engaged in Swe-
den’s foreign trade and shipping. 

Another aspect of the institutional approach is to see the consular service as
a typical ‘mercantilist’ institution. The express purpose of the consular service
was to promote trade between Sweden and the receiving country, which was
also a typical task of mercantilist policy. As the Swedish consular service was
established as a component of the new protectionist trade policy after 1718, it
must be perceived in the context of other measures of that same policy: for
example, the Swedish Navigation Act, the protection of domestic industries,
and the establishment of chartered trading companies. Overall, the neo-institu-
tional perspective appears to be the more fruitful method of conceptualising
the consular service, so it will be to the fore here. 
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1.2 Protection costs and Swedish neutrality shipping

 

The concept of transaction costs is useful in seeing the consular service as a
general phenomenon. All national consular services aimed to reduce informa-
tion, contract and other costs. In this sense, the Venetian consular service had
no different function to the French, English or Swedish. From a specifically
Swedish point of view, the concept of protection costs is especially valuable.
The present writer’s hypothesis is that Sweden benefited comparatively more
from its lower protection costs than other, even more highly developed mari-
time states, and that these low protection costs were the single most significant
factor in the growth of Swedish shipping in the late eighteenth century. 

The eighteenth century was a century of warfare. The period 1689–1815 is
sometimes referred to as the Second Hundred Years War.
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 Sweden, in spite of
its traditional alliance with France, was successful in remaining outside many
eighteenth-century conflicts, and this neutrality made the Swedish flag more
secure, consequently diminishing the protection costs of Swedish shipping.
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Yet it is also important to underline the relative nature of Sweden’s neutrality.
Britain and the other naval powers of the period either did, or did not, recog-
nize third party neutrality, depending on their own interests; therefore the in-
terpretation of neutrality was under permanent dispute among the states con-
cerned, and many Swedish ships and cargoes were seized in spite of declared
neutral status. In the end, neutral status depended on British goodwill.

Looking at the consular service via a protection-costs perspective reveals it as
primarily an institution created for the needs of shipping. There were, of
course, other functions (notarial duties and state service), but from the eco-
nomic point of view, the issue of shipping is crucial. The fact that until the
mid-nineteenth century nearly all Swedish consulates were established at sea-
ports confirms the significance of shipping.
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Between the sixteenth and the mid-nineteenth centuries sea transport and

the dominance of the seas played a crucial economic and political role. With
the introduction of the ocean-going sailing ship about 1500, the seaborne trade
expanded. Shipping was generally the cheapest and fastest means of transporta-
tion goods and people over large distances. However, with the increasing im-
portance of seaborne trade, states’ concerns about the control of sealines of
communication increased in parallel. Sir Walter Raleigh’s statement, quoted at
the beginning of this chapter, would be valid for the British—and not only
British—view of the relationship between naval force and commerce for three
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 There are some few exceptions, Russian towns and Vienna in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries. From about 1840 a number of inland German towns got consuls: Frankfurt, Berlin,
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the end of period when seaborne trade had dominated international exchange. see Table 4.1 and
Appendix A.
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hundred years. Between 1700 and 1900, Great Britain exerted an efficient
naval mastery over the seas, and its expanding trade and shipping went hand in
hand with this dominance.

The Scandinavian countries did not stand aloof. Despite their peripheral
location and remote distance from the European economic core, Sweden, as
well as Denmark-Norway, became involved in early modern commercial ex-
pansion. The reason was not only the western-European demand for Baltic
commodities, but also the Scandinavians’ access to the seas. Without the possi-
bility of sea transport, neither Swedish iron, nor Finnish tar and pitch nor
Norwegian timber would have reached the Amsterdam and London markets. 

Long-distance trade and shipping as factors of modern economic growth
have been an issue of economic historical debate, and it is clear that the ques-
tion is highly relevant in Swedish economic history, even if the research so far
undertaken has been rather limited. Perhaps the cause of historians’ lack of
interest in eighteenth-century Swedish shipping is still the shadow of Eli F.
Heckscher. Heckscher, the dominant figure of economic historical research in
Sweden and one of the great names in the economic history discipline, had
dealt in a number of works with Sweden’s eighteenth-century shipping and, in
particular, with its important precondition, the Swedish Navigation Act
(

 

produktplakatet

 

).
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 Like the liberal economist he was, he criticised the Act as a
typical protectionist measure. In this perspective, then, Sweden’s protected
shipping had been seen as inefficient, and indeed as consuming resources that
could have been better employed elsewhere. Even if Heckscher’s view of Swed-
ish mercantilism has been re-examined in many other sectors, his view of ship-
ping as inefficient and the Navigation Act as a typically protectionist measure
has been reproduced by many historians.
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 The most recent account of Scandi-
navian shipping in the late eighteenth century, by the Danish historian Hans
Christian Johansen, also reproduces this view. On the one hand, Johansen ad-
mits that Swedish shipping capacity was impressive in comparison with other
seafaring nations; on the other hand, he explains this via a combination of
bulky export commodities and strong protectionism (the Navigation Act and
protectionist duties on trade). However, he does not point out the Swedish role
in tramp shipping:

 

The relatively large size of the Swedish merchant navy seems thus to be a result of
a combination firstly of the natural resources of the kingdom which made possi-
ble the export of bulky commodities in great demand in western Europe, and
secondly of a determined protectionist policy which ensured that this export took
place in Swedish vessels. The two factors complemented each other, since natural
resources themselves would not have been sufficient as the Russian case clearly
demonstrates. In many respects the Swedish policy was similar to the British and
had as much success.
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Shipping and foreign trade in the eighteenth century have received rather lim-
ited attention from economic historians in Sweden. Instead, the focus of re-
search has been on domestic economic sectors: agriculture, proto-industries
and eighteenth-century iron production. The situation is different as regards
the second part of the nineteenth century and Sweden’s industrialization.
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 The
discrepancy between the focus on either the domestic sector or exports is re-
flected in two explanatory models of Sweden’s industrialization. The so-called
export model highlights, as one might expect, the role of exports.
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 The export
boom between 1850 and 1890 is perceived as the prime-mover of contempo-
rary industrialisation. The ‘export model’ also connects the starting point of
Sweden’s industrialisation to the expansion of world trade after 1850, and (in a
shipping perspective) to the transition from sail and wood to steam and iron.
Sweden’s eighteenth-century trade and her early integration within the Atlantic
economy does not appear to have much importance. 

The second model, the so-called ‘domestic market model’, points out that
the process of Sweden’s industrialization was much more drawn-out, and that
the post-1850 export boom did not play as important a role as its advocates
have argued. Instead, the focus is on the role of the transition in agriculture, the
growth of proto-industrial activities, and of broad consumption and the do-
mestic market. This model also lays emphasis on institutional change, espe-
cially the shift from the protectionist institutions of the early modern period to
the nineteenth-century’s more liberal institutions. Instead of seeing Sweden’s
industrialization as a revolutionary shift, mainly caused by external factors, this
model stresses the drawn-out, evolutionary, and basically internal/domestic
character of the change.
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 Neither of the two models investigates in depth the
role of Swedish trade and shipping between 1720 and 1815: the export model
because it ascribes the first significance of foreign trade to the period from the
mid-nineteenth century onwards, the domestic market model because it fo-
cuses on internal factors of industrialization and economic growth. 

The Swedish export and domestic market models of economic growth reflect
the ongoing international discussion regarding the character of globalization,
which has its roots in the 1970s, when Immanuel Wallerstein published his
seminal work on the modern world system.
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 Even if the present debate does
not deal with the same issues of dependency and underdevelopment, as in the
1970s, there is a perceptible discursive connection. The present debate is also
concerned with the importance of long-distance trade before 1800, and in
general, the role of early modern European expansion. On the one hand, some
scholars see the role of long-distance trade before 1800 as vastly exaggerated.
According to this point of view, the modest volume of trade, of capital invested
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and of people engaged in the expansion were of limited importance for domes-
tic economies and, consequently, of limited importance for modern economic
growth. Alternatively, other scholars claim that a fixation with quantitative evi-
dence obscures highly significant qualitative changes; for example institutional
innovations, the establishment of trading networks between different parts of
the world, etc. Even if volumes of traded commodities before 1800 were rather
limited, this trade could entail very substantial consequences for domestic mar-
kets.
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 It is not appropriate to reconsider this debate extensively here: I will
therefore focus on only one aspect of the debate—the aspect of the putative
early modern transport revolution.

 

1.3 An early modern transport revolution?

 

Transport costs are a critical factor in the development of trade, especially in
long-distance and bulk trade, and consequently they are also a critical factor in
the development of the market economy. High transport costs function as effi-
cient trade barriers; low transport costs promote trade. Hence, the decline in
transport costs has been seen as one of the preconditions of modern economic
growth; a factor of the same importance as the decline in commodity produc-
tion costs. The lower the transport costs, the greater the integration of markets.
Above all, it has been pointed out that the introduction of the ocean-going
sailing vessel about 1500, and its dominance as a means of transportation for
350 years, effected significantly the development of foreign exchange in the
early modern period, but there is no broad agreement on this issue. In fact,
many economic historians do not see declining transport costs as a factor of
economic growth at least until the mid-nineteenth century.

The American historian Russell Menard, in his analysis of transport costs in
European and transatlantic trade between 1300 and 1800, arrives at the con-
clusion that there was only a modest decline in transport costs during the
period. In fact, declining commodity prices and different methods of packag-
ing appeared as more important factors in the growth of long-distance trade
than the productivity of shipping. In other words, there was no transport revo-
lution in the early modern era.

 

20

 

 
Knick C. Harley’s analysis of transport costs between 1740 and 1913, based

mainly on British and American freight rates, confirms Menard’s picture. There
was a very modest decline in transport costs prior to the mid-nineteenth cen-
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tury. The first crucial drop in freight rates occurred between 1850 and 1913,
and it is attributed to the transition from sail and wood to steam and iron
vessels. Hence, the transport revolution first occurred in the mid-nineteenth
century.
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Kevin H. O’Rourke and Jeffrey G. Williamson have used the lack of produc-

tivity growth in shipping before 1850 as evidence for the late market integra-
tion of the Atlantic economy.
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 However, in addition to the analysis of freight
rates, these two authors have examined the price convergence among a number
of globally traded commodities. If the gaps between prices in different markets
indicate different levels of transport costs, then the convergence between global
prices should also indicate declining transport costs. O’Rourke’s and William-
son’s data show that there was no such price convergence between 1500 and
beginning of the nineteenth century. On the other hand, there is abundant
evidence of such price convergence from the mid-nineteenth century. 

In the early modern period, world trade grew not because of any decline in
trade barriers but in spite of them. 

 

… [E]ven for non-competing goods, there is no convincing evidence of a wide-
spread transport revolution before 1800, or any inter-continental commodity
price convergence.
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It was in the earlier decades of the nineteenth century that, for the first time
and as a consequence of the technological revolution in both land and sea
transport, the world’s trade became truly integrated and global. Globalization
began after 1800. It is worth mentioning that O’Rourke and Williamson’s ar-
guments are consistent with both the models of Sweden’s industrialization. In
fact, Sweden represents an important case in O’Rourke’s and Williamson’s evi-
dence.
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O’Rourke’s and Williamson’s focus on the issue of market integration shows

how important it is to make a distinction between commodity production
costs and transport costs. Whereas supporters of the concept of an early mod-
ern transport revolution, and of early globalization, indicate long-distance
shipping as a dynamic part economic agent, supporters of the post-1850 trans-
port revolution do not perceive much dynamism in that sector in the early
modern period. However, they do not suggest that there was no growth in
commodity exchange. On the contrary, there could be, and there was, a signif-
icant growth in commodity exchange; but this growth has to be explained by
large price differences between commodities and/or by a decline in commodity
production costs in one area, and not by the integration of markets as a conse-
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quence of declining transport costs.
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 The focus on the development paths of
commodity production and commodity costs, on the one hand, and of produc-
tivity in long-distance shipping and transport costs, on the other hand, of
course also effects the perception of the transport and production sectors as
either dynamic or stagnant. 

Another group of economic historians has, contrary to the view adumbrated
above, found evidence of a significant decline in transport costs even before the
age of iron ships and steamers. The arguments for a decline in transport costs
before 1800 combine two patterns of reasoning. First, there is the factor of
overall shipping costs. Improved ship design, the better operation of ships,
increasing tonnage per man ratios, and shortened turn-around times in har-
bours are all identified as crucial factors in the decline in transport costs. Sec-
ond, there is the factor of protection costs. The reduced threat of piracy or
privateering, international treaties on shipping, established insurance practices:
all these factors reduced the protection costs of shipping. 

However, in reality, decline in the two variables of transport costs is difficult
to discern. For example, the introduction of the flute in Dutch shipping by
1600 might be seen as a mainly technological achievement, substantially reduc-
ing overall shipping costs. (The craft and its sails were designed to carry much
larger cargoes with much smaller crews.) On the other hand, the introduction
of the slow flute manned by a smaller crew was first made possible when the
North and Baltic Seas became safe enough for shipowners to dare employ such
a craft.
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The majority of the authors who have identified a decline in transport costs

before 1800/1850 therefore combine the two variables of a decline in overall
shipping costs with a decline in protection costs. Douglass C. North, the lead-
ing scholar of neo-institutional economic theory, has studied the relationship
between the decline in transport costs and economic development in the
United States. His analysis was based, like Menard’s, Harley’s and O’Rourke
and Williamson’s, primarily on the study of ocean freight rates. However,
North’s conclusion was different; instead of a long stagnation and then a dra-
matic decline in freight rates in the mid-nineteenth century, he uncovered a
stable and quite rapid decline during the whole 1750–1900 period.
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 Later,
North complemented his study of freight rates with other measures of produc-
tivity change, in particular, the average size of ships and ratios of ton per man.
The results of this more complex analysis are consistent with his previous con-
clusions. 

According to North the productivity growth in ocean shipping during the
early modern period cannot be explained by new technology alone. Until the
mid-nineteenth century, ocean shipping used basically the same technology,
introduced by the Dutch 250 years before. Hence, North had to find some
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other, non-technological, explanation, and he consequently turned to institu-
tional factors (a decline in piracy and privateering, the improved operational
performance of ships, the decline of mercantilist restrictions, Navigation Acts)
as forming a more proper explanation of productivity growth in shipping be-
fore 1850. 

 

The conclusion which emerges from this study is that a decline in piracy and an
improvement in economic organization account for most of the productivity
change observed.
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North’s studies of ocean freight rates became a starting point for much of the
subsequent research on sea transport. Harley’s article of 1988 was primarily a
re-examination of North’s data—with differing conclusions. There are many
other studies confirming North’s conclusions, while using a different empirical
basis. Gary M. Walton’s research followed North’s arguments closely. Simon
Ville, in his analysis of coal shipping in Britain, 1700–1850, studied a number
of productivity factors. His results convincingly show a significant increase in
productivity before 1850.
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Many of the works discussed above have been based on freight rate analysis,
which (as it appears to the present writer) entails a number of problems. The
construction of freight rate indices includes too many variables to be fully
convincing. The same empirical basis can provide widely divergent results, de-
pending on the variables included or excluded (commodity price movements,
packaging, etc.). Another problem connected with the use of freight rates is
that the data sets used include freight rates for a limited number of routes,
which is hardly representative. Much shipping (not least Danish and Swedish)
took the form of tramp shipping from port to port, rather than the shipping in
shuttle routes that provided the major data for freight rates. Furthermore, if
shipowners took higher profits, productivity gains did not necessarily lead to
lower freight rates. The decline in freight rates in the mid-nineteenth century
occurred in a highly competitive environment; in such an environment, it was
difficult to turn productivity gains into higher profits. 

Measuring tons-per-man ratios appears a more robust method of estimating
productivity change, and thus of addressing the question of stagnating or de-
clining transport costs in early modern long-distance shipping. However, even
this method entails many problems. Jan Lucassen and Richard W. Unger re-
cently provided an account of labour productivity in ocean shipping between
the fifteenth and late nineteenth centuries based on tons-per-man ratios. Their
data are based on estimates of labour engaged in shipping and on estimates of
the merchant tonnage of leading maritime states, and not merely on freight
rates on a limited number of shuttle routes. Moreover, they do not only provide
a general view of labour productivity in shipping; their data also afford a basis
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for comparisons of labour productivity between different merchant marines.
They found evidence of a significant growth in labour productivity in shipping
between the fifteenth and nineteenth centuries. 

This growth was not continual, and the growth rates differed between coun-
tries. The authors divided the whole period into four phases, each representing
a specific kind of shipping pattern. The first phase, the late Middle Ages, is
characterised by mixed fleets of oared and sailing ships, and low tons-per-man
ratios, about five tons per man. The second phase, between the mid-sixteenth
and mid-eighteenth centuries, was a period of Dutch dominance in shipping,
with ratios of about ten tons per man. By the late seventeenth century, the
Dutch reached an astonishing average of twenty tons per man, but this was a
short-lived achievement and Dutch labour productivity declined in the follow-
ing decades. The other merchant marines emulated the Dutch shipping and by
the mid-eighteenth century the British and Scandinavians achieved ratios of
about ten tons per man. During the third phase (1780–1850) the ratios grew
by some 70 per cent, to seventeen tons per man. This growth occurred on a
fairly broad basis, including all the leading European merchant fleets. The
fourth phase started in the mid-nineteenth century, and is marked by the
breakthrough of steam and iron ships, and consequently by a dramatic increase
in labour productivity to thirty and more tons per man.
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The increase in labour productivity during the last phase is consistent with

the technological shift examined in the studies of Harley, O’Rourke and Wil-
liamson and others. But Lucassen and Unger’s data also indicate that there was
a very substantial increase in labour productivity between 1450 and 1850,
which, on the other hand, supports the conclusions of North, Walton, Ville
and others. This growth in labour productivity is attributed to a number of
factors. Size of vessel and destination are the most important. However, even
the design of vessels and improvements in technology played an important role,
particularly in the first and second stages. Other factors were the functioning of
the labour market and the quality of sailors. By contrast, however:

 

There was no specific technical advance in the late eighteenth century to explain
the leap into the third phase; other factors, it would seem, created an environ-
ment that was conducive to advancement.
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This is exactly the period in which Scandinavian neutrality shipping expanded.
Lucassen and Unger’s analysis of labour productivity in shipping focuses on

a decline in overall shipping costs. The factor of protection costs played some
role, they maintain; for example, the difference between Dutch labour produc-
tivity in the Baltic and in the Mediterranean is attributed to the safety of seas,
but this is not the crucial factor in their long-term account.
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There is no study of Swedish shipping focusing on the question of produc-
tivity development in the eighteenth century, yet the Finnish historian Jari
Ojala’s research on eighteenth and nineteenth-century Finnish shipping is
highly relevant for Sweden too, due to the similarity of shipping conditions
and, of course, due to the fact that, until 1809, Finland was a part of Sweden.
Ojala, in parallel with North, sees the productivity development before 1850 as
a combination of technological and organizational factors. As regards the tech-
nological factors (size, speed, manning levels per ship, etc.) there was a stable
but not particularly rapid productivity growth. As regards the organizational
factors, Ojala primarily focuses on the issue of information costs. State mercan-
tilist policy is perceived mainly as a factor diminishing information costs and
effecting information asymmetries between actors. In this development, the
consular service played a significant role, diminishing actors’ information costs.
Ojala’s analysis of the long-term economy of Finnish shipping is consistent
with Douglass C. North’s conclusions positing a significant increase in the pro-
ductivity of shipping even before 1850. Ojala stresses, too, the combination of
the transaction cost and the production cost approaches. However, he seems to
pay rather limited attention to the issue of protection costs and to the impor-
tance of Sweden’s neutrality for Finnish shipowners.
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1.4 Fiscal-military states and protection of shipping 
It is clear that the factor of protection costs is a significant element in the
explanations of the pre-1850 growth in the productivity of shipping. In North’s
and Walton’s studies this factor is highlighted as the single most important,
while other authors merely acknowledge its significance. The reason, perhaps,
is the difficulty of defining it. Protection costs are included, but hardly discern-
ible, in overall shipping costs. A decline or increase in protection costs affects
those important production factors of shipping, a vessel’s average size and avail-
able cargo space, its number of crew members, the crew’s wages, insurance
premiums, and even freight rates. All these factors are quantifiable, but not the
protection cost element within them.

The difficulty for economic historians in dealing with protection costs also
has to do with the difficulty integrating the role of the state in their analyses.
The state and its capacity to protect its shipping interests were, of course, cru-
cial factors affecting the level of protection costs. It is impossible to imagine the
formidable growth of British trade and shipping in the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries without British naval mastery over the seas; and it is more than
reasonable to expect that that mastery entailed lower protection costs for Brit-
ish shipowners and merchants.34 But how may one compare, from this perspec-
tive, the protection costs of a British shipowner in comparison with a French or

33 Ojala 1999, pp. 423–424. See also Ojala 1997a and Müller and Ojala 2002.
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Spanish shipowner? How may we relate the comparatively high level of British
duties on foreign trade to the comparatively low protection costs of a British
shipowner and merchant?

Frederic C. Lane, the maritime and economic historian of Venice, made the
first attempts to link the concept of protection costs to the efficient use of state
violence. Within his perspective, the state was seen as a producer and seller of
protection. The stronger the state and the state’s control of sea-lines of commu-
nication, the lower the protection costs for the merchants and shipowners of
that state.35 The concept of the state as a protection vendor means that a mili-
tarily powerful state can provide its subjects with a better and safer economic
environment than a weak state, even if the subjects concerned have to pay for
this benefit through by higher taxes and duties. 

Jan Glete, the Swedish maritime historian, employed this perspective in his
study of the relationship between the rise of fiscal-military states and maritime
conflicts in the early modern period.36 He contrasts the different paths of devel-
opment in the Mediterranean and in the Baltic, and explains the divergences
with the help of a protection costs approach. The economic decline of the
Mediterranean and the rise of north-western Europe is related to the growth of
strong fiscal-military states in the latter, and to political fragmentation and the
decline of states in the former, areas. The sixteenth-century rise of Denmark
and Sweden to become the two dominant powers on the Baltic Sea made sea-
borne trade there much safer, particularly compared to other parts of Europe. 

By the 1570s and 1580s the Baltic had become a unique haven for seaborne trade
in Europe where civil wars, piracy, loosely controlled privateering and unpredict-
able royal actions causing high protection costs for shipping were the norm. The
Baltic, only a few decades earlier a rather backward area, suddenly enjoyed the
benefits of unhindered peaceful trade.37

In the course of the seventeenth century Sweden and Denmark developed into
efficient fiscal-military states with formidable navies. And the income drawn
from duties on foreign trade played an important role in financing this devel-
opment, at the same time as this income served as an important motive for the
states’ mercantilist policy. But merchants were willing to pay the concomitant
costs provided the Baltic remained safe. The high productivity of Dutch ship-
ping in the North and Baltic Seas indicates significantly lower protection costs
there than in other parts of Europe. The Baltic Sea enjoyed a relative safety,
which persisted over the course of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.

The Mediterranean developed in precisely the opposite way. The two domi-
nant empires of the region, Spain and the Ottoman Empire, failed to transform

34 This is the point stressed by Paul M. Kennedy in the debate on benefits and costs of British
imperialism, see Kennedy 1989.
35 Lane 1950 and Lane 1958.
36 Glete 1993b; Glete 2000 and Glete 2002.
37 Glete 2000, pp. 125–126.
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themselves into efficient fiscal-military states. Their struggle for control of the
Mediterranean did not result in a balanced and safe environment. Instead, the
drawn-out conflict transmuted into coastal raids, semi-official privateering and
piracy; a kind of warfare known as guerre de course. Constantinople’s control
over its North-African vassals declined, and the Barbary coast became a centre
of corsairing. On the Christian side, Malta and Livorno played similar roles. In
conclusion, the sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Mediterranean world was
dominated by sea warfare and violence, with too many actors involved but no
efficient control. The high protection costs of Mediterranean shipping appear
at least partly to explain the low shipping productivity there.38 

Jan Glete’s analysis of fiscal-military states ends in 1650. However, his ap-
proach—which considers states essentially as protection-selling actors—is cer-
tainly also applicable for eighteenth-century shipping. With the rise of fiscal-
military states, some of the protection costs of seaborne trade were transferred
from the level of economic actors (merchants or shipowners) to the state level.
These were primarily military costs. However, the question of protection costs
concerned not only military but also political and diplomatic issues. Merchants
argued that they needed state protection, and they often had political power
and the means to press their claims. As regards protection costs, the military
and economic aims were met. For example, the Navigation Acts in Sweden and
Britain were not only measures protecting domestic shipping, trade and indus-
tries; they were also a component of the states’ naval policy. Politicians were
aware of the fact that considerable merchant fleets meant many well-trained
sailors would be available for their navies. 

Peace and trade treaties with the North-African states and neutrality pacts
are examples of how diplomacy could reduce the protection costs of shipping.
Due to their importance for the development of Swedish shipping in the course
of the eighteenth century these two topics—neutrality and relations with the
North-African states—will receive detailed attention here. 

North and Walton, as well as Lucassen and Unger, found a significant pro-
ductivity growth in ocean shipping in the late eighteenth century, entailing
lower transport costs. When considering strong naval states as protection pro-
viders and sellers, it is possible to attribute a substantial share of these gains to
a decline in the protection costs of shipping. At the global level, the decline
might be attributed to British naval mastery. This eighteenth-century naval
mastery, even if much more vulnerable than the nineteenth-century Pax Bri-
tannica, made seas safer for British vessels, but vessels of other flags could also
draw benefits from it—providing they were not at war with Britain. Piracy in
the West Indies disappeared, and even the Mediterranean became much safer
in the course of the eighteenth century.

The view of the state as a protection vendor is also valid as regards eight-

38 Glete 2000, pp. 107–111, see even Barbour 1996 (reprint), and North 1968, p. 964 employed
the same arguments. 
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teenth-century Sweden. First, Sweden implemented, during most of the period
in focus, a consistent and rather successful neutrality policy. In addition to this,
the state signed a number of treaties with North-African and European states,
which entailed relatively lower protection costs for Swedish vessels. However, if
Sweden’s neutrality was to impact on protection costs it had to be respected;
neutrality shipping presupposed a navy that commanded the respect of other
nations. Indeed, Sweden’s eighteenth-century navy was relatively large.39 

However, maintaining the navy and occasionally using it for convoying was
costly. The peace treaties with North-African states were also expensive affairs
in the long term, not least due to the consulates that needed to be established
in connection with these treaties. Thus a tentative decline in protection costs
for individual economic actors resulted in a very significant real increase in
protection costs for the state. The drawn-out Swedish debate on the benefits
and costs of long-distance shipping and trade shows that politicians understood
this relationship well.

But protection costs are only one cost factor of shipping. We have to relate
comparatively low Swedish protection costs to the overall costs of Swedish ship-
ping. Here the labour productivity of Swedish shipping is the most interesting
issue. If one takes Heckscher’s conclusions about the Swedish Navigation Act as
a starting point, the productivity of Swedish shipping should be comparatively
low, due to the protection of the domestic shipping market. Consequently
Swedish vessels should be crowded out of the international market for tramp
shipping. This question will be addressed in chapter 5, which includes a de-
tailed analysis of the labour productivity of Swedish shipping in southern Eu-
rope, and also comprises comparisons with other merchant marines. Chapter 5
further includes estimates of overall costs and benefits of Swedish shipping in
southern Europe, in relation to state protection costs. Fortunately, the state’s
activities connected with providing protection for Swedish ships in southern
Europe (convoying, peace treaties with and consular service in North-African
states) were carried out under the umbrella of one institution—the Swedish
Convoy Office (Konvojkommissariatet). Therefore the Office’s outlays provide a
fairly accurate reflection of the state’s total protection costs in the area.

1.5 A note on the book’s structure 
This book consists of the introductory section and two case studies. The intro-
duction (chapter 1) presents the subject of the study, the Swedish consular
service, and sets it in the context of neo-institutional theory and the recent
debate on the early modern transport revolution and productivity in shipping.
The focus here is on the shipping sector, instead of the commodity trade sector.

39 For the comparison with Denmark and Russia, her potential enemies in the Baltic and partners
in the so-called Alliances of Armed Neutrality in the eighteenth century, see Glete 1993b, pp.
295–305. 
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One hypothesis is that shipping was, in fact, a more dynamic, a more impor-
tant and, at least in the late eighteenth century, a more profitable sector of
Sweden’s foreign commercial activities than commodity exchange. In particu-
lar, the present writer highlights that part of the debate which lays emphasis on
the factor of protection costs. This study argues that the factor of protection
costs is particularly significant for the Swedish case, due to Swedish economic
policy and due to Sweden’s situation as a predominantly neutral state in the
period. The two other parts of the book, the case studies of southern Europe
and North America, should be examined in the light of that debate.

Chapter 2 provides a short outline of the Swedish consular service from the
mid-seventeenth century to 1906. This outline shows that the build-up of the
Swedish consular service occurred in a number of distinctive phases. The first
phase of development, after some initial attempts in the second part of the
seventeenth century, started about 1720 when Sweden established a number of
consulates in southern Europe (the Mediterranean, the Iberian Peninsula and
France). By the late eighteenth century, the Americas had become another re-
gion of interest, and Swedish consulates appeared in the new American repub-
lics soon after their liberation from British and Spanish control. The third
phase in the establishment of the consular service is discernible in the mid-
nineteenth century. New consulates appeared in Africa, southeastern Asia and
the Pacific, following in the footsteps of the second wave of imperialism. Nota-
bly, almost all these consulates were located in seaports, serving Swedish and,
after 1814, also Norwegian shipping interests. Parallel with these three specific
areas, the consular service in Europe first developed in great commercial centres
(Amsterdam, London, Hamburg), and then in many other more or less impor-
tant seaports.

After this general introduction to the Swedish consular service, the focus is
on two specific areas in which the consular service in particular could impact
on the aspect of protection costs: consular services in southern Europe and in
the United States. Thus, chapters 3 and 4 examine the establishment and func-
tioning of the consular service in the Mediterranean and the Iberian Peninsula.
Chapter 3 deals mainly with the motives and aims of Swedish policy in south-
ern Europe. Special attention is paid to the role of the Swedish Navigation Act,
which had considerable impact on the development of shipping between Swe-
den and southern Europe. The peace treaties with the Ottoman Empire and
the North African states are another key issue dealt with in this chapter.

Chapter 4 examines in depth how the Swedish consular service in the Medi-
terranean and the Iberian Peninsula functioned. It starts with an account of the
Mediterranean consular system, with which all national consular services origi-
nated. After that, it describes in detail how the Swedish service was established
and what duties and rights the Swedish consuls had. Finally, the chapter de-
scribes in narrative form the activities of four leading consulates in the region
(Lisbon, Cadiz, Livorno, and Marseilles) and of consulates in North Africa
(Algiers, Tunis, Tripoli, and Morocco). The purpose of these narratives is to
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unveil, at an actor’s level, the specific demands and problems encountered at
different seaports (consular districts). 

Chapters 3 and 4 are rather descriptive, since they show what consuls did or
what they were supposed to do, and what they reported to Stockholm; but the
account of the consular service at the actor’s level cannot fully address the issue
of the service’s overall impact on Swedish economic development. Chapter 5
includes an overall analysis of both Swedish foreign trade and shipping activi-
ties in southern Europe; but the major focus is on shipping. With the help of
the lists of Algerian Passports (passports issued for all Swedish-flagged ships
sailing beyond Cape Finisterre), the pattern of Swedish shipping is unveiled
and related to three factors: (1) economic policy and institutions (Navigation
Act); (2) external environment and foreign policy (Swedish neutrality); and (3)
the labour productivity of Swedish shipping. The productivity of Swedish ship-
ping in the area is compared with the productivity of other merchant marines.
This section also includes a rough estimate of overall costs and benefits of
Swedish shipping in southern Europe.

The second case study (chapters 6 and 7) deals with the establishment of the
Swedish consular service in North America and with Swedish transatlantic
trade and shipping. The starting point of the American case study is the recog-
nized fact that, after 1800, the United States replaced Britain as the largest
buyer of Swedish iron.40 Due to iron’s importance for Sweden’s economy, the
shift to transatlantic markets was a crucial factor for Swedish economic devel-
opment in the first decades of the nineteenth century and, beyond question, a
factor that affected US-Swedish relations in the nineteenth century. Chapters 6
and 7 investigate whether there was any link between this shift in iron sales and
the early establishment of Swedish diplomatic contacts with the United States:
Sweden was one of the first states to sign a trade treaty with the United States,
and the first Swedish consuls to the United States were appointed as early as
1783. More specifically, chapter 6 examines the motives and objectives of
Swedish policy in the Americas in the 1780s and 1790s. It is apparent that the
establishment of the consular service in the United States was part of a broad
strategy that even included the acquisition of a colony in the West Indies (St.
Barthélemy). Sweden intended to enter into the trade of the dynamic transat-
lantic triangle. 

Chapter 7 then transfers attention to the pattern of American trade and
shipping after 1800; and it shows that the Swedish ‘West Indian’ strategy had a
rather limited impact on the establishment of the iron trade with the United
States. Instead, Sweden’s (and specifically Gothenburg’s) role in the Continen-
tal blockade is indicated as the decisive factor in shaping the pattern of post-
1800 Swedish-American trade. Once more, it was Sweden’s neutrality that pro-
vided the Swedish actors with a comparative advantage, but in the case of iron
exports to the US, this did not concern Swedish shipowners. Nevertheless, after

40 Attman 1958, pp. 6–21; Adamson 1969.
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1815 neutrality was no longer an advantage, and exchanges between Sweden
and the United States developed according to a different pattern. 

In conclusion, chapter 8 relates the results of the two case studies to the
theoretical debate on productivity change in shipping, and on the timing and
character of the transport revolution. It sets the build-up of the Swedish consu-
lar service, Sweden’s neutrality and her protectionism in the context of a
broader development of European long-distance shipping.



36



37

CHAPTER 2

The Swedish consular service: 
a summary, c. 1600–1900

2.1 1600–1718
The first data concerning the establishment of the Swedish consular service are
from the first half of the seventeenth century, when the young ‘great power’
began to develop its diplomatic representation abroad. This process was a part
of Sweden’s military expansion and foreign policy in the 1620s and 1630s, and
thus the first representatives were appointed at places of major importance for
Sweden. This first rather simple and unorganised representation compre-
hended three major levels: ambassadors, residents (envoys) and correspondence
agents; it was the latter category that most resembled the later consuls. One of
the primary duties of these first representatives was to collect useful business
information, a typical consular duty.

The establishment of diplomatic representation was also an outcome of the
system of bilateral treaties which the Swedish kingdom began to build from the
beginning of the seventeenth century. Thus the first Swedish representative in
the Dutch Republic, at the rank of ambassador, was appointed soon after the
conclusion of the defence and peace treaty between the Dutch Republic and
Sweden in 1614. In consequence of this early measure, diplomatic relations
between Sweden and the Dutch Republic were long lasting. The first Swedish
residents were based at the Hague and not at Amsterdam, the world’s economic
centre, which indicated their primarily diplomatic function. However, from
about 1640 there was even a Swedish agent in Amsterdam.1

After Amsterdam, Hamburg and Elsinore also became important centres of
Swedish representation. In 1621 Anders Svensson Ödell was appointed Swed-
ish agent at the Sound, to represent Sweden’s commercial interests at Elsinore.2

From the Swedish point of view, Elsinore was not only a key site for obtaining
intelligence about Baltic trade and shipping. Elsinore, like Hamburg, was a
crucial node in the early modern mail network between the continent and
Sweden. The Swedish representatives at Elsinore functioned as royal mail

1 Tunberg 1935, pp. 68–73.
2 Ödell 1971.
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agents.3 Hamburg’s role as a place of intelligence exchange and as a hub in the
European mail network was the reason why that city was also an early recipient
of a Swedish representative. After 1620 there was a Swedish resident there,
whose duties were to supervise the mail destined for Sweden, and to gather
valuable information from the Holy Roman Empire. Indeed, the Swedish cor-
respondence agents at Elsinore and Hamburg had many different duties, from
spying on Sweden’s enemies to searching out new credit sources for the Swedish
crown. Sweden’s representative in Hamburg, Johan Adler Salvius, appears a
typical example for this period.4 

Russia was another state with which Sweden established early diplomatic
contacts, as early as 1631. In fact, economic interests played an important role
in Russia too: in this case they concerned supplies of grain for the Swedish
army. The first Swedish representative in Russia (Petter Krusebjörn) was ap-
pointed a ‘resident’ at Moscow and Novgorod. During the 1620s and 1630s,
Sweden also obtained its first representatives in England and in many German
cities, as a consequence of her involvement in the Thirty Years War.5 

Very unclear conditions of service were a typical feature of this early repre-
sentation. Nevertheless, the collection of different kinds of information was the
crucial duty that the first Swedish representatives discharged, even if this infor-
mation was not gathered and forwarded in a systematic way. The aforemen-
tioned correspondence agents were appointed in states bordering Sweden, or in
states of considerable economic and political importance for Sweden (the
Dutch Republic, England). The agent networks grew naturally in parallel with
Sweden’s military expansion. 

An interesting and different case, indicating the future importance of south-
ern Europe, was the Swedish representation in Lisbon. This post was a direct
result of the commerce and friendship treaty between Sweden and Portugal,
signed in 1641, just a year after Portugal won its independence from Spain, and
there was also a clear political interest in establishing diplomatic and commer-
cial links between these two states. Portugal was a member of the same anti-
Habsburg camp as Sweden, still engaged in the Thirty Years War. Portugal,
indeed, is highly interesting from the point of view of the consular service.

The first Swedish representative in Portugal was Lars Skytte. He moved to
Lisbon in 1641, together with the Portuguese mission that signed the afore-
mentioned treaty in Stockholm, and he remained at his post until 1647. In
addition to his representative function he was instructed to report on commer-
cial opportunities in Portugal. Nevertheless, during Skytte’s tenure, the over-
whelming Swedish interest in Portugal related to the conflict with Spain.6

3 Tunberg 1935, pp. 78–82; Rimborg 1997.
4 Tunberg 1935, pp. 89–95; Droste 1999.
5 Tunberg 1935, pp. 73–78, 82–98.
6 Mellander 1926, p. 135; Mellander 1927, pp. 335–341; Tunberg 1935, p. 106. An unexpected
episode, which concluded Skytte’s period as Swedish representative there, was his conversion to
Catholicism, marking the most important difference between Catholic Portugal and Protestant
Sweden.



39

The next Swedish representative in Portugal, Johan Friedrich von Friesendorff
(resident in Lisbon 1649–52) made attempts to win access to Portugal’s colonies
for Sweden, and after his return to Stockholm he also championed the promo-
tion of Swedish trade in the Mediterranean and Levant.7 In 1669, after almost
two decades without an official representative, Nils Simons was appointed Swed-
ish representative in Lisbon and received the title of ‘consul’. In light of its
continual operation since the 1660s, the Lisbon consulate may be considered
the oldest branch of the Swedish consular service.8 This consulate retained its
role as one of the key points in the Swedish consular network in the eighteenth
century; its history and role will be investigated in detail in chapter 4.

From the second half of the seventeenth century we can start to distinguish
more clearly between properly diplomatic and consular functions. An impor-
tant stage in this bifurcation was the creation of the Swedish Board of Trade in
1651. The Board became the central institution of the new economic policy,
which worked much more consciously for the promotion of Sweden’s foreign
trade and shipping.9 The consular service was formally connected to the
Board—one of the reasons why consular correspondence was sent to the Board
of Trade until 1906, and preserved at its archives. 

As early as its first meeting, on 21 November 1651, the Board discussed the
appointment of correspondence agents at the leading European commercial
centres. The proposed cities were: London, Paris, Cadiz, Lisbon, Venice, Flor-
ence and Livorno. This selection shows us that, even as early as 1651, the
Swedish authorities identified the potential for Swedish commerce in southern
Europe. However, with the exception of Lisbon, no agent was appointed at that
time. There were other attempts to establish a correspondence agent in Paris
(1652), comprising a huge ‘district’ covering all the western Mediterranean,
and a further attempt for Venice (1670).10 

During the second half of the seventeenth century, Sweden already had an
established and relatively stable network of diplomatic representation, but there
were few agents with purely consular duties. In Denmark, representation was
reorganised. From 1662 onwards, a new envoy was established at Copenhagen,
near the Danish royal court, while the correspondence agent at Elsinore carried
out consular duties. This separation of diplomatic and consular duties should
be seen as a model for the future organization of Swedish representation.11 In
the Dutch Republic too, representation was dividend between a diplomat at
the Hague and an agent in Amsterdam.12 

7 Mellander 1927, pp. 355, 373–374. After von Friesendorff the diplomatic functions were
carried out by Henrik Bummellman. Yet there are also some other official documents appointing
Michael Appelius (in 1658) and Adrien Abraham Vanderhoeven (undated) to Swedish consul in
Lisbon.
8Almqvist 1912–13, pp. 30, 410.
9 Gerentz 1951.
10 Ekegård 1924, p. 156.
11 Tunberg 1935, p. 133.
12 Almqvist 1912–13, p. 30.
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During this period, Swedish representation abroad was characterised by an
eclectic mixture of titles, and by unexpected shifts in levels of representation.
The title of ‘consul’ had primarily been used in states in which ‘consuls’ had
been known for centuries—i.e. southern Europe. Therefore Lisbon and Cadiz
were the first places where the title was used for Swedish representatives.13 The
traditional organization of the consular service in the Mediterranean was a
model for consular services in all western European states, and the Swedish
system developed in the same manner. This model will be described later
(chapter 4). 

In conclusion, we may say that in the second part of the seventeenth century,
Sweden build up a system of regular diplomatic representation, which also
carried out typical consular duties: the gathering and forwarding of business
information, the promotion of Sweden’s trade and shipping, and assistance to
Swedish subjects abroad. Despite the early ambitions of the Board of Trade to
establish a separate consular service, there was no clear distinction between the
‘ordinary’ representation and consuls. Both the titles and the functions were
mixed, and the situation remained largely the same until the end of the Great
Northern War. 

2.2 1718–1815
The Great Northern War marked the end of Sweden as a great power and, of
course, the decline in Sweden’s international position had many internal politi-
cal consequences. We will highlight only two here, in view of their impact on
the future of the Swedish consular service. First, the shift of political power
from the king to the riksdag and the royal council gave the commercial elite
much more political influence. After 1718, this social group could participate
more actively in shaping Sweden’s economic policy than in the seventeenth
century: consequently, the interests of different mercantile groups became an
integral part of Sweden’s policy. Second, in some ways, the eighteenth-century’s
commercial expansion replaced the seventeenth-century’s military expansion.
There was of course a substantial difference between the ambitions of the post-
1718 Swedish state and the concomitant reality. However, it is clear that the
Swedish authorities after 1718 implemented a policy of commercial expansion,
and that southern Europe was accorded a very special place in this policy. The
motives and aims of Sweden’s economic policy after 1718 will be examined in
detail in chapter 3. Here we will only furnish a general description of the
expansion of the consular service, as a component of this policy.

The increasing number of consulates in the Mediterranean from the 1720s
onwards clearly reflects the special role of this area in Swedish designs. As a
consequence of the peace treaties ratified with the Barbary states and with the

13 Tunberg 1935, pp. 148–152.
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Ottoman Empire, Sweden established consulates in Algiers (1729), Smyrna
(1736), Tunis (1737), Tripoli (1739) and Morocco (1764). Yet the treaties with
the Barbary states were merely a precondition of safety for Swedes in the Med-
iterranean. They would not in themselves result in any inevitable increase in
trade and shipping. To promote trade and shipping in the area, the Swedish
authorities established a number of consulates on the northern coast of the
Mediterranean and on the Iberian Peninsula. Thus Swedish consuls were ap-
pointed in Livorno in 1720, Marseilles in 1731, Venice in 1735, Malaga in
1737, Alicante in 1738, Cagliari (Sardinia) in 1743, Barcelona in 1744, Genoa
in 1748, Naples in 1749, Cette and Montpellier in 1750, Madrid in 1754 and
Cartagena in 1759. In addition, there were some further consuls appointed
outside the Mediterranean. In 1735 the Board of Trade appointed a consul at
Santa Cruz on Tenerife, but the Spanish authorities never accepted this ap-
pointment.14 Even El Ferrol in northern Spain received a Swedish consul
(1759). Consulates were also established on the north-western coast of France,
at Rouen (1726), La Rochelle (1741), Nantes (1747), Dunkirk (1751), Bay-
onne (1760), and Le Croisic (1757). It should be pointed out here that an
appointment did not necessarily result in consul’s establishment in his district.
Moreover, some consulates were left vacant after the first appointed consul
returned home or died. In the same way as the appointment of a consul did not
inevitably mean active consular service, the consular service itself did not nec-
essarily entail an increase in trade and shipping. The policy of appointments
should be seen mainly as an articulation of mercantilist ambitions. 

Table 2.1 clarifies the overall picture of appointments between 1720 and
1815. It confirms the significance of southern Europe. The expansion of Swe-
den’s consular service before 1815 can be divided into two clearly discernible
phases. Until the 1780s, southern Europe was the major area of appointments,
clearly in accordance with Sweden’s offensive commercial policy. The inde-
pendence wars in the Americas, first in North America, and later in Latin
America, resulted in a number of consulates being established in this area.

Whereas the establishment of consulates in north-western Europe, Russia
and the Baltic was more a result of practical concerns and of the traditional
importance of these areas (these markets dominated Swedish foreign trade), the
consulates in southern Europe and in the Americas were the result of conscious
policy. The question is, first, whether the policy was successful or not, and,
second, if there really was a significant increase in trade and shipping, was this
a product of the consular service or were there other, more important factors?

14 Almqvist 1912–13, p. 427.
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Table 2.1: Swedish consular service 1600–1850 

Periods North-western 
Europe

Southern 
Europe

Americas, Asia Baltic and 
Russia

Year of ap-
pointment

1600–1700 Amsterdam Lisbon Danzig
Hamburg Elsinore

Moscow
Novgorod
Pskov

1701–1750
Cadiz 1703

Bordeaux 1705
Livorno 1720

London 1722
Rouen 1726

Algiers 1729
Marseilles 1731
Santa Cruz 
(Tenerife)

1735

Venice 1735
Smyrna 1736
Malaga 1737
Tunis 1737

Vienna* 1738
Alicante 1738
Tripoli 1739

 La Rochelle 
and St. Martin

1741

Lübeck 1741
Cagliari 1743
Barcelona 1744

Nantes 1747
Genoa 1748
Naples 1749
Cette and 
Montpellier

1750

1751–1800
Dunkirk 1751

Madrid 1754
Le Croisic 1757

Cartagena 1759
El Ferrol 1759

Bayonne 1760
St. Petersburg 1761

Morocco (Sale 
and Tangier)

1764

Trapani 1764*
Havre de Grace 1773

Gibraltar 1774
Honfleur 1775
Lorient 1776

Riga 1776
Constantinople 1777
Modena 1777
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Rochefort 1778
Lyon 1778
Trieste 1779

Ostend 1781
Nice 1781
Thessaloniki 1781

Viborg 1781
Calais 1782
Rome 1783

Boston 1783
Philadelphia 1783
Charleston 1784

Libau 1784
Narva 1786

Kristiania 1787
Flensborg 1787
Copenhagen 1788

Paris 1789
Königsberg 1789
Rostock 1789

St. Barthélemy 1790
Memel 1790

Malta 1792
Frankfurt* 1794
Rotterdam 1796

Madeira 1796
Kronstadt 1796

Antwerp 1798
Batavia 1798

Setubal 1799
New York 1799

Stettin 1799
Middelburg 1800

1801–1850
Civita Vecchia 1804

Leith 1808
Rio de Janeiro 1808
Canton 1812

Åbo (Turku) 1813
Ancona 1815

Archangel 1816
Reval 1816
Kiel 1816

Palermo 1818
Berlin 1818

Stralsund 1818
Bilbao 1819

Aalborg 1820
Bremen 1822

Messina 1824

Table 2.1: Swedish consular service 1600–1850 (cont.)

Periods North-western 
Europe

Southern 
Europe

Americas, Asia Baltic and 
Russia

Year of ap-
pointment
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Sources: The dates of appointment are based on Almqvist 1912–13, pp. 137–138, and on Hög-
berg 1981, pp. 295–296. Trapani*, first consular report received according to data in the Consu-
lar Report register, BoT SNA.
Notes: In some cases appointments did not result in any consular activity, either because a consul 
was not accepted by the second party (for example, at Santa Cruz on Tenerife) or because he 
never settled in his consular district (for example Charleston in the US). Perhaps the division of 
the Swedish consular services into four major areas is over-simple and rather confusing in some 
cases. Consulates in France have been divided between the Mediterranean and Atlantic coasts, 
whereas the whole of Spain is included in southern Europe. Vienna and the German inland 
towns have been included under the heading of north-western Europe. See also Appendix A for 
dates of the first report received at the Board of Trade.

Yet the rising number of Swedish consulates after 1718 was not only a result of
the state’s active economic policy. The leading Swedish merchants had an inte-
rest in doing business with people they could trust and, from the Swedish point
of view, a Swedish consul at Lisbon or Cagliari was more trustworthy than a
local. This was particularly important in southern Europe, the area where Swe-
des traditionally lacked contacts. The English merchant, James Shastoe, was
well aware of this when, in 1735, he applied for the position of Swedish consul
at Cagliari (Sardinia), an important centre for the purchase of salt. He wrote to
the Board of Trade in thus: 

Undoubtedly the Lordships has been informed of the misusage of strangers in this
plase, as several Sweds have experienced in being obliged to pay 14 & 16 Rixdol-
lars courtage to person, no ways qualified, nor in capacity to give them satisfaction,

Trapani 1824
Odessa 1824

Corfu 1826
Alexandria 1827

Port au Prince 1830
Athens 1831

Rönne 1833
Buenos Aires 1834

Florence 1836
Montevideo 1836
Pernambuco 1838
Manila 1839
Cape Town 1839
Havana 1839
Caracas 1840

Aleppo 1842
Dresden 1842

Jamestown 1843
Calcutta 1845
Valparaiso 1847
Panama 1847
Quebec 1850

Table 2.1: Swedish consular service 1600–1850 (cont.)

Periods North-western 
Europe

Southern 
Europe

Americas, Asia Baltic and 
Russia

Year of ap-
pointment



45

by reason in first place he understands no language but his mother tongue; in the
next place, an entire stranger to trade or commerce pay [sic] even to honesty.15

The issue of consuls’ appointments, their duties and their relations with the
Board of Trade, merchant communities and other consuls will be studied in
detail in chapter 4. In general, the description of the situation for Swedish
consuls in southern Europe is applicable to the whole Swedish consular service.
The consular services of the European states were organised according to the
model of the Mediterranean consulates. 

In southern Europe, the Swedish consular system appeared to have been
completed by 1800. Of course, new consulates were established there even after
this date, but the pace of establishment was now slower than in other areas. 

2.3 1815–1906
The period between the 1780s and the 1850s marks another phase in the
formation of the Swedish consular service. The most remarkable feature of this
phase is the establishment of consulates in the Americas, which followed in the
footsteps of the local independence movements. Thus, the first Swedish consuls
appeared in the United States (in Philadelphia and Boston) in 1783, the same
year as the United States’ independence was recognised, and in Charleston in
1784. New York (1799) and Baltimore (1810) followed after. After 1800, Latin
America began its struggle for independence. The first Swedish consul to Brazil
was appointed in 1808. French Haiti (Saint Domingue), which won its inde-
pendence in the same period, received a Swedish consul in 1830. By 1850, the
Swedish authorities had appointed consuls in Buenos Aires (1836), Montevi-
deo (1836), Pernambuco (1838), Havana (1839), Valparaiso, (1847) Caracas
(1840), Panama (1847) and Quebec (1850).16

Of the total number of thirty-three appointments in the period 1815–50,
ten were made in the young American republics. However, there were also a
number of new appointments in Europe, the Mediterranean and Asia. It is
apparent that this world-encompassing system was not designed merely for the
interests of Sweden’s foreign trade. The extension of the consular service after
1815 indicates that the system was re-shaped primarily to accommodate ship-
ping interests. Part of the explanation lies with the union with Norway. The
consular system after 1814 served both parts of the union, and in Norway the
interests of the shipping industry played a significantly larger role. However,
Sweden also had considerable shipping interests.

After 1814, policy concerning consular issues increasingly took Norwegian
interests into account. Thus, the new ordinary consular instruction (konsul-

15 James Shastoe to BoT, 15 December. 1735, Cagliari, Ansökningar om konsulattjänsten (Con-
sulate applications) E XVII g:1, BoT SNA.
16 On the Swedish policy in Latin America after 1800, see Swärd 1949 and Hildebrand 1950.
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stadgan), issued in March 1830, was prepared in cooperation with Norwegians.
This instruction replaced the first consular instruction dating from 1793. For
example, it gave the Norwegian merchant and shipowner associations the same
opportunity to propose new consuls as the Swedish merchants had had before.17

However, after 1836, proposals for new consular appointments were prepared
separately by the Swedish and Norwegian governments and sent to the king for
their final decision.18

The balance between Norwegian and Swedish interests in the consular serv-
ice was later to become a crucial issue, not only in terms of the future of the
consular service but also, to an increasing degree, in terms of the future of the
Scandinavian union. One of the consequences of balancing Swedish and Nor-
wegian interests was the decline of the role of the Swedish Board of Trade. The
new instruction for the Board of Trade, issued in 1831, made a clear distinction
between consular economic issues (trade, shipping), which were still under the
Board’s authority, and political issues (for example, consular reports on local
political situations), which were now under the authority of the union’s De-
partment of Foreign Affairs.19 In 1840, the Board of Trade lost its right to issue
letters of authorisation for consular appointments. Instead, the right was trans-
ferred to the Department of Foreign Affairs. According to another instruction,
issued in 1858, all consular matters that concerned both areas of the union
were taken over by the Department of Foreign Affairs. Only those questions
that exclusively concerned Swedish economic affairs were still subject to the
Board of Trade’s authority.20 

The transformation of the consular service after 1815 also entailed more
stable and unified regulations. This concerned, for example, consular pay-
ments. In the eighteenth century, there were no general rules as to when, how
and how much consuls would be paid. Consular fees were specified in a con-
sul’s letter of authorisation, and so they varied from place to place and from
appointment to appointment. The nineteenth-century consular service was
much more unified. In instructions of 1834 and 1850, equal fees per last of
registered tonnage were introduced for all Swedish-Norwegian consuls.21 

The consular service was reformed once again in 1858, according to the
proposal of the consular committee of 1855.22 One of the important issues
discussed by the committee was the introduction of a system of salaried con-
suls. In general, in the course of the eighteenth century, the only salaried con-
suls were those working in the Barbary states. The reasons were quite logical. As
there was insignificant Swedish trade and shipping in North Africa, consuls
could not make a living from consular fees or from their own private business,

17 Almqvist 1912–13, p. 197.
18 Almqvist 1912–13, p. 248.
19 Betänkande 1876, p. 6.
20 Almqvist 1912–13, pp. 252–254.
21 Almqvist 1912–13, pp. 249, 252, for detailed data on fees see Betänkande 1876.
22 Betänkande 1857. 
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though at the same time their representation was necessary for the maintenance
of peaceful relations with the states and for the safety of shipping in the Medi-
terranean. Swedish consuls in North Africa were paid by means of the Swedish
Convoy Fund (konvojkassan), not by the Department of Foreign Affairs. This
system will be described and analysed in detail in chapter 4. 

The new instruction of 1858 comprised, conversely, a new system of financ-
ing, with a common consul fund, which replaced the one-hundred-and-fifty-
year-old Convoy Fund and ended the special consular system in North Af-
rica.23 However, it was to take another decade for the system of salaried consuls
to be introduced. The first such salaried consulate was in London, in 1869,
followed by Cardiff, Liverpool and Newcastle in 1871.24 

The Swedish consular service continued to expand after 1850. Over forty
new consulates were established in the phase spanning the years 1850 to 1906.
The majority of these consulates were located in Asia, Africa and the Pacific,
reflecting the ongoing world trade boom and also the interests of Norwegian
tramp shipping. But the consular service also expanded in Europe—especially
in Germany and central Europe—and in Latin America. On the other hand,
southern Europe, which had been so important for the establishment of the
service in the eighteenth century, lost its significance. 

In fact, the world trade boom after 1850 strengthened the divergence in the
development paths of the Swedish and Norwegian economies. The Norwegian
merchant fleet expanded at a remarkable pace. It increased, between 1854 and
1874, by 360 per cent, from 167,000 to 600,000 lasts. The Swedish merchant
fleet increased by 280 per cent in the same period—an impressive growth rate,
but the total tonnage in 1874 was still only 123,000 lasts. The Norwegian
merchant fleet was almost six times larger, and it was growing significantly
faster. On the other hand, Swedish exports were almost twice the value of
Norwegian.25 The divergent interests of shipping in one part of the union, and
of foreign trade in the other, inevitably entailed differing views regarding the
role of the consular service. 

To solve the problem of this rising discrepancy between Swedish and Norwe-
gian interests, another consular committee was appointed in 1875. The com-
mittee consisted of three Swedish and three Norwegian representatives. The
committee’s report, published in 1876, provides an excellent outline of the
history and contemporary problems of the Swedish-Norwegian consular serv-
ice, but it apparently failed to solve the problems which it addressed. The new
instruction for consular service was first issued in November 1886, ten years
after the committee’s report. It strengthened even further the control of the
consular service under the aegis of the common Department of Foreign Affairs.
However, the Norwegians were disappointed, and the new instruction became
an indirect cause of the break-up of the Swedish-Norwegian union in 1905.26 

23 Betänkande 1876, pp. 11–12.
24 Håkansson 1989, pp. 21–22.
25 Betänkande 1876, p. 4.
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The reorganization of the consular service in 1906, as a consequence of the
disunion, once again highlighted the question of the purpose of the service. On
the one hand, the economic actors required the new service to work primarily
for the promotion of Swedish economic interests, especially in distant markets
(Asia, Latin America).27 And, of course, they required the service to be as cheap
and efficient as possible. On the other hand, by 1906, the consular service had
already become an integral part of the bureaucracy of the Department of For-
eign Affairs. The employees within this system (i.e., the salaried consuls) de-
fended their interests. They argued that consular duties concerned many non-
economic issues, and they attempted to preserve the system as it had existed
before 1905. The result was a compromise between the interests of the diplo-
matic bureaucracy and those of commercial enterprises. Yet, after 1906, the
consular service played a minimal role in promoting Swedish economic inter-
ests abroad. Swedish enterprises found other ways to reach distant markets.
Thus, in the long-term perspective, the reform was a ‘failure’.

The consular service’s separation from the Board of Trade also confirmed the
fact that, after 1906, it lost much of its economic purpose. When, in the mid-
seventeenth century, the first steps in the establishment of a Swedish consular
service were made, the service was part of a conscious mercantilist policy. The
same reasoning lay behind the extension of the consular service in the eight-
eenth century. The service was integrated with the Board of Trade, and it grew
in accordance with the priorities of Swedish commercial interests. It was shaped
according to the traditional methods of doing business in the Mediterranean.
An independent Swedish consular system was a necessary precondition for any
Swedish commercial activities in the area. The same mercantilist reasoning ex-
plains the late eighteenth-century and early nineteenth-century extension of
the consular service. But, under changing trade conditions, and in particular
after 1850, the system became more and more obsolete for the purposes it had
once been established for. Moreover, the differing paths of economic develop-
ment in Sweden and Norway entailed rising tensions regarding the purpose of
the consular service. 

The modern Swedish consular service, established in post-1905 Sweden, still
has many similarities with its eighteenth century predecessor. Consuls are still
often recruited from among local businessmen, and the promotion of business
contacts still plays an important role. However, the general economic impor-
tance of the service has naturally declined, due to the completely different
methods of conducting modern business, and also because there are now so
many other ways of obtaining economic information in comparison with the
eighteenth century. Nevertheless, liaising with local authorities still has its place
among the important functions of the consuls, even if troubled shipmasters
have these days been replaced by tourists. 

26 Betänkande 1876; Almqvist 1912–13, pp. 255–263.
27 On Swedish export interests in Asia and Latin America about 1900 see Larsson 1977, Run-
blom 1971.
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CHAPTER 3

Sweden’s eighteenth-century policy in 
southern Europe

I find not that Algier can be otherways beneficial to Sweden than that by having
peace with them it gives free liberty to our Ships to go safely on the coasts of
Spain and Portugall and to all ports of the Mediterranean with our own Cargoes
and have the benefit of being employed and freighted by other Merchants with
the same safety… I must beg leave to acquaint and inform your Lordships that I
find no other method or possibility of keeping a firm and secure peace with the
kingdom of Algier than now and then that is once in two or three years to give
some handsome presents to the Dey and Leading men of the Government to keep
them steadfast in our friendship which is what is practiced by the French by the
Hollanders and all other nations in peace with them.

George Logie to the Board of Trade, 2/13 October 1738, Livorno.1

3.1 Preconditions, motives and aims of Sweden’s 
economic policy in southern Europe
Early in the morning, on 30 July 1709, two Barbary corsairs attacked a group
of seven merchant ships sailing off the coast of Portugal. With the exception of
one Genovese ship, the merchantmen were sailing under the Swedish flag. Five
ships managed to escape, but the two slowest, the Genovese vessel and a Swed-
ish ship called Stora Jernvågen, were caught and forced to fight. The Genovese
ship was soon overpowered by the enemy, but the Swedes fought with courage
for almost an hour. At the end, a fire on board the Swede reached the powder
room, and the ship and its unlucky crew were blown up. 

The incident is reported in Joachim de Besche’s letter to the Board of Trade,
dated some days later. As de Besche, the Swedish consul in Lisbon, explains, the
misfortune was partly a consequence of the Dutch peace treaty with Algiers.
After the treaty was signed, thirty Barbary corsairs arrived in the Portuguese
and Spanish waters looking for non-Dutch merchant ships, which usually fol-
lowed the Dutch convoys. Stora Jernvågen became one of their victims.2 How-

1 George Logie to BoT, 2/13 October 1738, Livorno E VI aa 229, Consular Reports, BoT SNA.
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ever, many more Swedish ships were in danger. The Barbary corsairs did not
dare to sail as far as the Channel and to North Sea. This made commerce
insecure for small seafaring states, such as Denmark, Sweden, Hamburg,
Lübeck and Danzig. On the other hand, English and Dutch shipping could
exploit the situation. In his report, de Besche asked for Swedish convoy vessels
to make shipping more secure, but he was aware of the difficulties facing the
Stockholm government in 1709, and he did not hope for much. Sweden was in
middle of the long drawn-out Great Northern War (1700–21), with King
Charles XII abroad, and with the country facing an increasing shortage of
resources.

The misfortune of Stora Jernvågen shows how dangerous sailing to Portugal
and to the Mediterranean could be for the Swedish crews. Even if Swedish
shipping to Portugal was in danger, however, it was a very substantial element
of Swedish shipping activities—in the course of the Great Northern War, as at
other times. Portugal was Sweden’s major supplier of salt. Due to its special
character, as both a non-substitute commodity and a daily necessity, salt had to
be acquired, regardless of cost. From this point of view, salt can probably be
seen as the main determinant of Swedish policy toward southern Europe. 

In the course of the eighteenth century, Swedish trade with the Iberian Pe-
ninsula and the Mediterranean changed character. The Iberian and Mediterra-
nean markets began to import increasing quantities of Swedish staple commod-
ities: iron, sawn timber, tar and pitch. There was also a substantial growth in
shipping activities; and Swedish ships, to an increasing degree, began to carry
the goods of other states. Sweden became a serious competitor to other middle-
sized commercial shipping states, principally the Danes.

The interests of commerce and shipping in southern Europe became an
important issue in Swedish politics. Decisions concerning Swedish economic
or foreign policy could not be made without taking into account Mediterra-
nean affairs. Sweden signed a number of peace and trade treaties with countries
all around the Mediterranean. Furthermore, her commercial and shipping in-
terests in southern Europe became a powerful argument behind Sweden’s neu-
trality policy after 1721. Apparently, the Mediterranean was now included in
the orbit of Sweden’s interests. One clearly visible indicator of these interests
was the rapid expansion of the network of Swedish consulates in the area. The
consular network in southern Europe was the best organised and most devel-
oped part of the Swedish consular service. There are obvious reasons for this
fact, which will be explained in detail later. First, we have to examine the
preconditions for the Swedish presence in southern Europe and the motives for
Sweden’s political activity in the area after 1718. The subsequent chapter will
then focus on the functions of the consular service in the area, and will provide
a detailed account of some of the leading consulates. 

2 Joachim de Besche to BoT, 3 August 1709, Lisbon, E VI aa 223, Consular Reports, BoT SNA.
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3.2 The Swedish presence in the Mediterranean in the 
seventeenth century
During the seventeenth century, Sweden established quite frequent commercial
contacts with southern Europe. As we have mentioned above, the most impor-
tant reason was the salt trade. In the course of the century, the traditional
Lunenburg salt was increasingly replaced in Sweden by high quality salt from
Setubal and, to balance the exchange, the Swedes began to export iron and
naval stores to Portugal. Testimony for these relatively early contacts between
Sweden and Portugal is provided by the trade treaty between the two countries,
signed as early as 1641.3 Even if the political importance of Portugal’s inde-
pendence was obvious to Swedish politicians, the political motives for the
treaty should not be exaggerated. The major interest behind the Swedish-Por-
tuguese alignment was commercial, specifically salt supplies.4 As previously
stated, the Swedish government also showed interest in obtaining access to
Portugal’s overseas colonies, though without much success.5 

In the second half of the seventeenth century the direct trade between Swe-
den and Portugal developed quite satisfactorily. The fleets of merchantmen
destined for Portugal and Spain usually left Stockholm in convoys during the
autumn. They sailed out with cargoes of weapons, bar-iron, timber and tar, and
returned with salt. These salt vessels were among the largest vessels in the Swed-
ish merchant marine.6 In later part of the century, about Swedish twenty vessels
a year visited Portugal’s ports.7 

The Portuguese salt trade was monopolised by the king and a small mer-
chant consortium. This form of organization, together with the changing con-
ditions of salt production, resulted in violent price fluctuations, which made
the market situation unpredictable for salt buyers. Consequently, many of
them entered the Mediterranean to look for cheaper salt, as did the Swedes.
There was a Swedish proposal, dated 1693, to buy salt in Ibiza (Ivica) and La
Matta (near Alicante). Two years later, the Portuguese king decided to increase
salt prices by 265 per cent at a stroke.8 Following this price shock, Swedish
vessels began to sail into the Mediterranean on a regular basis, albeit under the
protection of convoys. Discussions in the Board of Trade also testified to the
changed attitude towards shipping in the Mediterranean. Not only the salt
trade was now encouraged, but also trade with Italian ports and even with
Smyrna.9 

3 Mellander 1926, p. 109, Ekegård 1924, p. 71; Tunberg 1935, p. 105. Friendship and trade
treaty between Sweden and Portugal, dated Stockholm, 1641, July 29. Sveriges traktater med
främmande magter, 1632–1645, 1909, pp. 487–506.
4 Mellander 1927, p. 338.
5 Mellander 1927, p. 362.
6 Bjurling 1951, pp. 6–7.
7 Ekegård 1924, pp. 70–71.
8 Börjeson 1932, p. 132.
9 Ekegård 1924, pp. 75–76.
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1. Map of the Mediter-
ranean (undated, the
eighteenth century)

(UUL)



53



54

However, as the Swedes knew, the Mediterranean waters were among the
most perilous in the world. There was still the matter of the ongoing guerre de
course—the war between Christian and Muslim corsairs. This war actually con-
tinued in the tradition of crusades: thus on the Christian side, the Maltese
knights were still among the most active participants. Many Christian sailors
became slaves, or more exactly captives, in the North African states on the so-
called Barbary coast.10 This does not necessarily mean that the prisoners were
taken in the Mediterranean. The Barbary corsairs sometimes sailed north along
the European coast, and could reach as far afield as the fishing banks of New-
foundland. In the early seventeenth century they raided Iceland and the Fae-
roes (1627).11 

There were also Swedes among these captives; however, the captured Swedes
had not only been serving on ships of the Swedish flag. Indeed, many were
captured while under service aboard foreign ships. According to a document
dated 1662, about a hundred Swedish seamen were kept as captives in North
Africa at this time. In 1690, double this number of Swedes were identified as
prisoners.12

From the Christian point of view, guerre de course was more or less Muslim
piracy with the economic aspect to the fore. But for the Muslim rulers of
Algiers, Tunis, Tripoli and Morocco, it had another highly important function.
Seen as a part of the holy war against the infidels, corsair activities legitimised
the political power of the rulers and the semi-independence of the Barbary
states within the Ottoman Empire13 

Concerning this guerre de course, it should be noted that Sweden was not
simply an innocent victim in this struggle between the Christian and Muslim
worlds. It had the will, if not the resources, to participate in it, as the following
episode clearly illustrates. In 1663, a secret Swedish privateer company was
founded with the purpose of capturing Muslim ships in the Red Sea. Partici-
pants in the company were the Queen Dowager and a number of councillors
(riksråd). Instructions for the privateer expedition were issued in September
1663, and two ships, under the command of Admiral Hans G. Sjöhjelm, were
sent to the Red Sea. One of them, Falken, eventually reached the Red Sea after
a lengthy voyage around Africa, and was successful in taking two richly-laden
Muslim vessels. The expedition ended in Goa in Portuguese India, where Ad-
miral Sjöhjelm sold the Swedish vessel and the captured Muslim cargoes. Pa-
pers detailing the proceedings and examined after Sjöhjelm’s death show that,
from the investors’ point of view, the expedition was no success.14

Basically there were two ways to make shipping in these dangerous waters

10 For a recent overview of the relationship between British Empire and the Barbary states, see
Colley 2002, pp. 23–134.
11 Helgason 1997; Andersen 2000, p. 41. Newfoundland is mentioned in Gøbel 1982–83, p. 74.
12 Börjeson 1932, p. 132.
13 Windler 2000, p. 172.
14 Krëuger 1856, pp. 25–26.
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safer: convoying, and peace treaties with the Barbary states. Both practices were
used by other states and both had been discussed in Sweden. As regards con-
voying, this was a well-established and quite common practice, even for Swed-
ish shipping to the Iberian Peninsula. According to Swedish Maritime Law,
ships sailing to Spain and Portugal had to sail in convoys.15 As the rising salt
prices in Setubal and Lisbon pushed the Swedish merchants into the Mediter-
ranean, the need for convoying in these waters became a pressing problem. In
1695, the convoying vessels received an order to convoy Swedish merchants
through Gibraltar and along the eastern Spanish coast, to La Matta and other
destinations.16

Treaties with the Barbary states were the other means of rendering shipping
safer. The idea of concluding peace treaties with the Barbary states had been
under discussion as early as 1667 and 1668.17 However, these were so far
merely paper proposals. The first serious attempts to sign treaties with the
Barbary states were made much later, after 1721. 

Although the salt trade between Sweden and Portugal was already well estab-
lished in the mid-seventeenth century, Swedish merchants did not enter the
Mediterranean more extensively until the late 1690s, and even then they did so
with hesitation. Concerning treaties with the North-African states, as we have
seen, the Swedish authorities discussed the question, but did not make any
serious attempt to negotiate with the Barbary states in the course of the seven-
teenth century. However, the situation was to change during Charles XII’s
reign. 

3.3 The diplomatic game with the Ottoman Empire
The previously-cited Swedish attempts to enter the Mediterranean were
founded on primarily economic considerations. The Swedes were searching for
cheap salt, and for potential markets for Swedish staple commodities. However,
there was another, more political aspect to the Mediterranean initiatives. The
southern and eastern parts of the Mediterranean were controlled—more or less
formally—by the Ottoman Empire. And the Ottomans were seen in Sweden as
a potential ally against Russia. Therefore Sweden made a number of attempts to
strengthen this alliance of interest and establish closer cooperation with the
Ottomans, not least in the economic sphere. 

During the seventeenth century, there were some attempts to establish diplo-
matic relations with the Sublime Porte, and also to open direct commercial
links with the Levant and Persia. During Charles X’s reign, Claes Rålamb or-
ganised a diplomatic mission to Constantinople.18 In 1671 a Tartar emissary,

15 Bjurling 1951, p. 6.
16 Ekegård 1924, p. 76.
17 Ekegård 1924 , p. 78.
18 Olán 1921, pp. 9–10; Rålamb 1963.
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Haga, proposed the opening of direct trade between Sweden, the Levant and
the Black Sea.19 In 1687, a group of Armenian merchants visited Stockholm
with the aim of establishing direct Swedish trade with Persia.20 Yet none of
these attempts resulted in real commercial exchange. One of the reasons was
still the overwhelmingly negative image entertained of the Ottoman Empire, as
the enemy of all Christians. 

This attitude towards the Ottoman Empire changed during Charles XII’s
years of sojourn at Bender, within Ottoman territory. For Charles XII, relations
with Constantinople had combined political, economic and cultural aspects.
On the one hand, he saw the Ottoman Empire as a key ally in his struggle
against Russia, and he aimed to transform the relationship with Constantino-
ple into a form of military alliance against Russia. On the other hand, there was
an economic interest in developing Swedish trade with the Levant, and with
the eastern Mediterranean in general. The frequent contacts between Swedes
and Turks during Charles’s Bender period also stimulated cultural and religious
interest in the Ottoman Empire.21

The outstanding supporter of commercial exchange with the Ottoman Em-
pire was Johan Silfvercrantz, an official of the Swedish Board of Trade. Since
1705 Silfvercrantz had been travelling around Europe searching for commer-
cial opportunities for Swedish manufactures and trade. Among other destina-
tions, he visited Marseilles and Livorno, and he could see for himself the im-
portance of Levant trade in these ports. In 1710, Silfvercrantz presented his
report on the improvement of Swedish commerce to Charles XII at Bender. His
ideas primarily concerned the development of manufactures within the king-
dom, but the Levant also played an important role. He saw it as a future market
for Swedish products. According to Silfvercrantz, Sweden possessed many
products in demand in the Levant. And Sweden could purchase commodities
there (especially silk), which were otherwise imported by foreigners. Silfver-
crantz’s proposal for organizing Swedish trade with the Levant centred on fol-
lowing the examples of states with a well-established Levant trade. His favour-
ite example in this regard was the English Levant Company.22

In 1711, the king sent Silfvercrantz to the Levant, to continue to assemble
information on the local commercial opportunities Unfortunately, Silfver-
crantz died there the next year. His work had not been completed as planned,
but his studies were nonetheless an important precondition for the foundation
of the Swedish Levant Company in 1738.23 

The second string of Charles XII’s Bender policy concerned diplomatic rela-
tions with the Sublime Porte. The king strove to link a trade treaty with the
Sublime Porte with a formal treaty of alliance directed against Russia. Soon

19 Börjeson 1932, p. 130.
20 Ekegård 1924 , p. 91.
21 Karlsson 2000, pp. 197–225.
22 Ekegård 1924, p. 102.
23 Ekegård 1924, pp. 100–112; Florén and Karlsson 1998, p. 76.
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after the king’s entry into Ottoman territory he sent his envoy, Martin Neuge-
bauer, to Constantinople to discuss this issue. Neugebauer was authorised to
negotiate the terms of the treaty. In addition, he was supposed to negotiate
with the Ottoman authorities regarding Sweden’s relations with the Barbary
states, which formally belonged to the Ottoman Empire. After a promising
start, the negotiations failed in 1713. The major reason seemed to be Charles
XII’s wish to connect the trade treaty with a military alliance.24 It took an
additional two decades before the treaty could be signed. 

The question of a trade treaty with the Sublime Porte was raised again in the
1720s, after the death of Charles XII. Then a significant hindrance for the
establishment of commercial ties between Sweden and the Ottoman Empire
was the royal debt. During his stay at Bender, Charles had borrowed substantial
amounts of money from Constantinople. In 1729, when the first Ottoman
envoy visited Stockholm, the debt was set at 2 million d.s.m., and the debt had
to be paid before a treaty between the states could be signed.25 

In 1734, the Board of Trade sent two young Swedes, Edvard Carlson and
Carl Fredrik von Höpken, to Constantinople. Among other matters, they were
authorized to negotiate the terms of the debt repayment and to discuss the
trade treaty. With the help of an influential Frenchman working for the Otto-
mans, the count de Bonneval, they reached a solution to the debt issue. Instead
of a cash payment, Sweden promised to send to the Sublime Porte a fully
equipped man-of-war with 72 guns; in addition, 30,000 firearms and items of
war equipment should be supplied.26 

Even if the proposed solution was very satisfying for the Swedish Treasury, it
was not, at least at first sight, politically acceptable for two reasons. First, the
Ottoman Empire was still seen as a major enemy of the Christian world, and
the idea of supplying Constantinople with ships and weapons encountered
many protests. Second, the proposed solution had an anti-Russian thrust,
which was not acceptable to the Caps. The Swedish riksdag in the 1720s and
1730s was dominated by the Cap party, which worked for peaceful and
friendly relations with Russia. 

Despite these domestic protests a man-of-war, Sverige, was equipped in the
navy’s shipyard at Karlskrona, and sent to Constantinople, together with the
supply ship Patrioten. However, Sverige was shipwrecked on the Spanish coast
and only Patrioten reached Constantinople. After some additional negotiations
the Sublime Porte accepted Patrioten instead of Sverige and, in 1737, the trade
treaty could finally be concluded.27

Gustaf Kierman, the Stockholm merchant and leading Hat politician, was
deeply involved in the negotiations, and he played an important role in estab-

24 Ekegård 1924, pp. 103–104, 113.
25 Olán 1921, p. 26.
26 Olán 1921, p. 29.
27 Trade and shipping treaty between Sweden and Turkey, dated 10 January 1737 Sveriges trak-
tater med främmande magter. 1723–1771, 1922, pp. 238–247.
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lishing of Swedish-Levant trade. He paid for Carlson’s and Höpken’s stay in
Constantinople, and he equipped Patrioten, partially using it for his own cargo
destined for Constantinople. He was one of the great supporters of the idea of
the Swedish Levant Company, and one of the company’s founders.28

It is clear that Sweden’s foreign political interests played an important role in
establishing commercial links with the Levant and Constantinople. It has been
stated that Charles XII’s project of a military alliance between the Ottoman
Empire and Sweden finally became a hindrance, and, after 1721, the Caps’
Russian-friendly foreign policy made it difficult to sign a treaty with Constan-
tinople.

In these negotiations, very little real attention was paid to the Barbary states,
even if they were mentioned, and even if the Swedish side attempted to per-
suade Constantinople to exercise its influence in North Africa. Therefore, it is
not surprising to find that the first peace treaties with the Barbary states were
signed outside this diplomatic game balancing Russian, Swedish and Ottoman
interests, and before the conclusion of the treaty with the Sublime Porte.

The major reason for Sweden’s fresh engagement in the issue of peace treaties
with the Barbary states was the changed situation of Swedish shipping in the
Mediterranean in the late 1720s. As mentioned above, Swedish ships sailing
into the Mediterranean were wont to join the Dutch convoys. But, after 1726,
this became impossible. In this year, after twelve years of war, the Dutch con-
cluded a peace treaty with Algiers.29 The Dutch-Algiers treaty forbade the
Dutch convoys to protect non-Dutch merchantmen. This made Swedish ship-
ping much more vulnerable. The issue of Swedish shipping’s protection ap-
peared the following year in front of the Swedish Secret Committee—the par-
liamentary committee dealing principally with foreign affairs. A peace treaty
with Algiers appeared to be the best solution. Consequently, George Logie, the
Scottish merchant resident in Sweden and possessing detailed knowledge of
Mediterranean affairs, was empowered to negotiate the peace treaty on Swe-
den’s behalf, a commission which he successfully discharged.

In October 1727, Jean von Utfall, appointed the official Swedish emissary
for Algiers, left Sweden to conclude the treaty. Von Utfall was also instructed to
conceal his mission as far as possible from foreign powers. In April 1729, the
peace, trade and shipping treaty between Algiers and Sweden was officially
signed by von Utfall and the Dey of Algiers (the Algiers ruler).30

The treaty was shaped along the lines of other treaties between European
states and Algiers—the most recent Dutch treaty of 1726, but also the older
English treaty from 1682.31 The Swedish treaty regulated the obligations and
rights of Swedish and Algiers subjects in detail, as regards shipping and com-
merce in their respective countries. Typically, the treaty avoided mentioning

28 Haugard 1947, pp. 27–29; Börjeson 1932, p. 298.
29 Andersen 2000, p. 43.
30 Sveriges traktater med främmande magter. 1723–1771, 1922, pp. 99–106.
31 Ekegård 1924, pp. 475–476.
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the Swedish obligation to send gifts or tributes to the Algiers ruler, even if this
was a self-evident part of the agreement. This highlights the ambiguous charac-
ter of gift exchange in the contemporary settling of relations between Christian
powers and Muslims. According to Muslim legal tradition, the gifts of the
Christian powers were perceived as a tribute confirming Christian submission
to the Muslim order. Naturally, the Christian powers made the effort to stress
that these gifts were not regular tributes, and were not expressive of Christian
obedience to the Muslim order. From the Christian point of view, gifts were
exchanged between two equal partners. In particular, two leading European
powers, France and Great Britain, even if they continued to hand over gifts to
the Muslim rulers, interpreted them to an increasing degree as voluntary.32 The
ambiguous distinction between payment of a tribute or ransom, on the one
hand, and the exchange of voluntary gifts, on the other, continued over the
course of the entire eighteenth century. The different views of these relation-
ships also reflected different legal traditions: Muslim customary law and Euro-
pean international law.33 The exchange of gifts shows how complex the diplo-
matic interplay between Europeans and Muslim rulers was. The Swedish agree-
ment with Algiers also followed exactly the same pattern as other Christian
states’ agreements. It encompassed substantial Swedish gifts to the Dey of Al-
giers, a practice perceived as a natural accompaniment of the treaty. 

Two aspects of Sweden’s treaty with Algiers are worthy of more attention: the
consular service and the system of Algerian passports. The treaty gave Sweden
the right to appoint a consul to Algiers. This was the beginning of the regular
consular service in North Africa, an important precondition of Swedish ship-
ping in the Mediterranean. The organization of these North-African consulates
differed from other areas of the Swedish consular service, due to the fact that
consuls in the Barbary states had a diplomatic function, whereas their eco-
nomic function was rather limited.

The other aspect concerns the so-called Algerian passports. The treaty stipu-
lated the corsairs’ right to stop and search Swedish vessels, and the duty of the
Swedes to prove the ship’s nationality via a special passport—the Algerian pass-
port. To prevent misuse of the passport by other shipping flags, the process of
issuing passports was strictly regulated and controlled. Only the Swedish Board
of Trade could issue the passports, and a passport’s validity was limited to only
one voyage. These strict control procedures make the passport register a very
good source for the analysis of Swedish shipping in southern Europe, not only
in the Mediterranean but also, more generally, south of Cape Finisterre in
north-western Spain (see section 5.4).

What was the reaction of the other shipping states to Sweden’s treaty with
Algiers? Outwardly, the various foreign powers had no significant objections to
a Swedish treaty with Algiers. The Dutch consul informed his government of

32 Colley 2002, pp. 43–72.
33 Windler 2000, pp. 175–177.
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the Swedish diplomatic activities in Algiers, but did nothing to hinder them.
The French consul even helped von Utfall conduct the negotiations.34

George Logie, who played the leading role in preparing the treaty, was ap-
pointed as first Swedish consul in Algiers.35 Quite soon after the treaty with
Algiers was signed, Logie also opened negotiations with another Barbary state,
Tunis. He employed a similar strategy as in Algiers. First, the parties had to
reach agreement on the conditions of the treaty, which included the form and
value of the Swedish gifts. In parallel with Algiers, the gifts consisted mainly of
arms, gunpowder and sawn timber, valued in Sweden at 10,000 d.s.m. The
treaty with Tunis was signed in December 1736.36 The next step was Tripoli.
Here too the negotiations followed a similar path and the conditions were
similar to those obtaining in the Algiers and Tunis treaties. It took Logie an-
other four years before this treaty could be signed, on 15 April 1741.37 

With the conclusion of the treaty with Tripoli, the first phase of the estab-
lishment of relations with the Barbary states was over. However, Sweden lacked
a peace treaty with the most powerful Barbary state—Morocco. It took another
twenty years before an agreement could be reached with the Moroccan Empre-
ror, after treaties with Morocco had already been signed by the Dutch and the
Danes.38 The peace treaty with Morocco was much more expensive than those
with the other Barbary states. The final cost of peace with Morocco was about
350,000 rixdollars, compared to about 125,500 rixdollars for the three other
states.39

The peace treaties with the North African states gave Sweden the necessary
degree of safety for her shipping in the Mediterranean. In fact, these treaties
provided Swedish ships with a comparative advantage to offset their other rela-
tive disadvantages. Sweden lacked expertise of long-distance shipping in south-
ern waters. In addition, Sweden was situated in the northern periphery of Eu-
rope, with a short sailing season, at a distance from the key European markets
and from the Mediterranean Sea. Sweden’s important competitor for the ship-
ping market in southern Europe was Denmark. It is worthy of mention that
the Swedish system of peace treaties with the Barbary states was established
before the Danish; Denmark signed its first treaty with Algiers in 1746.40 

34 Ekegård 1924, p. 474.
35 He was appointed 19 May 1729. Almqvist 1912–13, p. 387.
36 Peace and trade treaty between Sweden and Tunis, dated Tunis, 23 December 1736, Sveriges
traktater med främmande magter. 1723–1771, 1922, pp. 224–235.
37 Peace and trade treaty between Sweden and Tripoli, Sveriges traktater med främmande magter.
1723–1771, 1922, p. 300. On Tripoli, see also Borg 1987.
38 Olán 1921, p. 56, on the Danish-Moroccan treaty, see Andersen 2000, pp. 57–59, and Wan-
del 1919.
39 Olán 1921, p. 57, peace and trade treaty between Sweden and Morocco, dated 16 May 1763,
Sveriges traktater med främmande magter. 1723–1771, 1922, pp. 859–870.
40 Andersen 2000, pp. 41–54.
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3.4 Swedish Navigation Act 1724
As mentioned above, the system of peace treaties with the Barbary states was
established without much regard for Sweden’s grand diplomatic strategy to-
wards Russia and the Ottoman Empire. It is more correct to see this system
primarily as a part of the shipping promotion policy pursued in the 1720s by
the Board of Trade. In this section we will focus on this policy. Without doubt,
the most important instrument of eighteenth-century Swedish economic pol-
icy with regard to shipping was the Swedish Navigation Act (produktplakatet),
approved on November 10, 1724.41 The Act was a result of intense debate
about the contemporary problems and future direction of Sweden’s foreign
trade and shipping, a debate conducted between 1719 and 1723. In typical
Swedish manner, the Act was shaped with prevalent western European shipping
policy as its model, and in particular, the role of the English Navigation Acts
should be noted.42

The Swedish debate followed a classical pattern. The major problem of
Swedish foreign trade was recognized as a trade deficit, and this deficit was
caused, among other things, by the Dutch and English dominance of shipping
from and to Sweden. On the one hand, the debate was carried out in the Board
of Trade, where Jacob Olofsson Hökerstedt in particular sharpened his statisti-
cal arguments for a more protective policy.43 In 1721, according to the calcula-
tions of the Board of Trade, Sweden had a large current account deficit of about
2.5 million d.s.m.

The second forum, much more important for the outcome of the debate,
was provided by the sessions of the Swedish parliament, the riksdag. In particu-
lar, the 1723 riksdag played an important role in introducing a new policy. This
riksdag paid much attention to trade and shipping questions, and it also de-
cided the question of the Swedish Navigation Act. There were two groups with
widely differing interests engaged in the issue. On the one hand, there was the
group of the major Stockholm merchants and shipowners. The Navigation Act
was, of course, in their interest. This group cooperated closely with Hökerstedt
and the Board of Trade. On the other hand, there were representatives of small
port towns, without sufficient shipping capacity or capital rapidly to buy or
build new tonnage. These men feared that shortage of domestic tonnage would
entail a shortage of salt and other import commodities. Both sides argued for
their respective points of view, and the riksdag’s solution was a compromise.
The parliament did not yet approve any new policy; it merely ordered the
Board of Trade to prepare a Navigation Act for consideration.44

Taking the baton from the 1723 riksdag, the Board of Trade took over the

41 Gerentz 1951, p. 178.
42 Heckscher 1940, p. 21.
43 On Hökerstedt, see Vallerö 1971–73, pp. 710–712, see also Vallerö 1969; Ekegård 1924, p.
274. Hökerstedt was one of the leading Swedish economic thinkers of the time and he contribu-
ted to development of economic statistics.
44 Ericsson 1985.
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issue of the Navigation Act and worked for its rapid passing. In 1724, the board
prepared the Act’s draft and rejected the objections of the small towns’ repre-
sentatives. On 10 November 1724, the Navigation Act—to be effective from
January 1725—was signed by the king. Nevertheless, small towns continued to
apply for exemptions to allow them to hire foreign ships. To reinforce the Act,
the original version was supplemented on 28 February 1726 with a coda deal-
ing with foreign shipping in Sweden.45

The Swedish Navigation Act prohibited imports and exports to and from
Sweden on any vessels other than Swedish ships or ships of those countries
where the cargoes originated or were destined for. It was directly modelled on
the English Navigation Act, which was also frequently mentioned in the de-
bate. Its primary target was Dutch shipping. During the Great Northern War,
the Dutch took a large share of Swedish foreign shipping, and the Act’s aim was
to reduce this encroachment. On the other hand, the Act could not change
much in terms of the trade and shipping balance between Sweden and Britain,
which had different features from trade between Sweden and the Dutch Re-
public. 

The debate on the Navigation Act focused on two key, and space-requisite,
commodities—iron and salt. These should be carried in Swedish hulls, to save
money and to develop a strong merchant marine. As the Act only concerned
transit shipping, it did not, in fact, touch on the iron carried on British ships to
Britain. But it hit the Dutch transit shipping of salt heavily. As mentioned
above, Swedish salt supplies came primarily from Portugal and the Mediterra-
nean, not from the Dutch Republic. With the introduction of the Navigation
Act, all this trade could only be carried in Swedish hulls. 

The statistical data indicate that Dutch shipping to and from Sweden col-
lapsed. The Sound Toll Register shows over a hundred Dutch ships passing the
Sound on their way from Sweden in 1719 and 1720 (Finland not included). In
1725 and 1726 the number of Dutch ships passing the Sound from Sweden
declined to six and three respectively. At the same time there were almost two
thousand Dutch ships passing the Sound to and from non-Swedish ports.46

Without doubt, immediately after 1724, a large part of the Dutch decline and
the Swedish increase can be attributed to a mere change of flag, but in the long
run there was a real increase in Swedish-built and -manned tonnage. The path
of shipping development was established.

Even if the Board of Trade played an important role in framing the argu-
ments, in the end it was large merchants, ironworks owners and shipowners
who carried these measures through the parliament. This means that the Navi-
gation Act was not a result of abstract economic thinking on the part of admin-
istrators in the Board of Trade. It expressed and served the interests of the
Stockholm mercantile elite. The same group of Hat-oriented politicians then

45 Ericsson 1985, p. 310.
46 Bang and Korst 1930, pp. 60–67.
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played a key role in carrying out other parts of Sweden’s mercantilist policy in
the Age of Liberty, concerning manufactures, protectionism, price and ex-
change regulations, and so on.

As the first and perhaps most distinctive measure of Swedish protectionist
policy after 1721, the Navigation Act attracted a good deal of public attention
during the eighteenth century. There were many early critics (Christopher Pol-
hem, Emmanuel Swedenborg, Lars Salvius, Pehr Niclas Christiernin and oth-
ers). An investigation conducted by Johan Jacob Westberg for the Board of
Trade was also very critical of the Act. In addition, the Act received much
attention during the political struggles of the 1760s. At that time, Anders
Chydenius, the Swedish ‘Adam Smith’, was its most renowned opponent.47 The
major argument against the Navigation Act was that Swedish shipping could
not compete with that of the more developed maritime states, such as the
Dutch or the British. The carriage of goods on Swedish ships had to be more
expensive, which in the end caused higher commodity prices, both at home
and on foreign markets. The commodities particularly in question were salt
and iron. The critical question was whether the Navigation Act was an eco-
nomically rational institution, benefiting the whole Swedish economy, or
merely another costly instrument disturbing the market balance, while pro-
moting the interests of small selfish elite.

The contemporary debates, even when they relied heavily on the use of
statistical evidence, could not provide a definitive answer. The evidence was
insufficient and was, as was the debate, too highly coloured by the political
interests of the combatants. However, the question has also attracted the atten-
tion of modern economic historians. For Eli F. Heckscher the Swedish Naviga-
tion Act was a favourite subject, to which he returned many times.48 Heckscher
stated that as regards the number of registered Swedish ships, the volume of
shipping, and particularly the geographical expansion of Swedish shipping, the
Act was, in fact, a great success. But, at the same time, this success led to high
salt prices in Sweden. Moreover, the Navigation Act supposedly had a similar
effect on grain prices, in particular during periods of grain shortage. It occa-
sionally happened that the Navigation Act was suspended in periods of dearth,
to help secure adequate grain supplies.

On the export side, the Act supposedly made Swedish iron more expensive
and so less competitive on the British market. These market problems for
Swedish iron could also have been related to another major issue of Swedish
economic history in the same period—the loss of dominance in the iron trade
to Russia. In summation, Heckscher argued that, despite the spectacular in-
crease in the number of ships and in shipping volume, the primary conse-
quence of the Navigation Act was increased freight costs.49 Using institutional

47 Chydenius 1765. On Chydenius, see Virrankoski 1995, on criticism in general, see Gerentz
1951, p. 182–183; Carlén 1997, p. 249 and Högberg 1964, p. 16.
48 See, for example, Heckscher 1922; Heckscher 1940 and Heckscher 1949, vol. 2, pp. 670–678.
49 Heckscher 1940, p. 25.
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terminology, we can say that, according to Heckscher, the new institution
(Navigation Act) did not diminish, but rather increased the transaction costs of
the Swedish economy. 

Heckscher also compared the Swedish Navigation Act with the English ver-
sion, relating his criticism to Adam Smith’s relatively positive view of the Eng-
lish Navigation Act. Smith appreciated the value of the English Navigation Act,
because of its importance for the British navy. Even when the use of merchant-
men in naval warfare declined, the large, heavily-manned merchant fleet pro-
vided a supply of experienced sailors who in time of need could be enrolled in
the navy. However, according to Heckscher, no such argument could be used in
the case of the Swedish Navigation Act. It was a purely mercantilist measure
made in the interests of a small merchant elite.50 

Heckscher’s view of mercantilist policy, and not least his picture of Sweden’s
eighteenth-century economy, has been questioned for at least fifty years,51 but
his view of the Navigation Act has been widely accepted, with few exceptions.
The Swedish economic historian, Stefan Carlén, who has provided the most
detailed analysis so far of Heckscher’s arguments against the Navigation Act
and economic statistics, did not find any evidence of a price effect on the iron
and grain trades.52 And Carlén’s detailed study of Swedish salt prices has shown
that they in fact declined in the long term, both relative to other Swedish prices
and to foreign salt prices (the Dutch Republic).53 In other words, there is no
evidence that the Navigation Act entailed increased transaction costs for the
Swedish economy. 

However, in addition to the price factor, there is another important factor to
which Heckscher did not pay attention. In the case of the English Navigation
Act, Adam Smith stressed its military significance, which he, in the end, saw as
being more important than the purely economic profitability of the institution.
We may not see the Navigation Acts, English, Swedish and otherwise, exclu-
sively as economically rational or irrational measures. There are other factors
involved, which must compromise any purely economic perspective. A large
merchant fleet provided manpower for the navy, and a strong navy was a pre-
condition of that naval mastery that made it possible for the British to shape
the shipping market according to their interests. Thus, in spite of the fact that
seventeenth-century Dutch shipping was much more efficient than that of the
British, in the course of the eighteenth century British shipping increased,
whereas the Dutch declined.54 The reasons here were not economic, but politi-
cal and military.

There was also a clearly military aspect to the introduction of the Swedish
Navigation Act. A large merchant marine was seen as a guarantee that the

50 Heckscher 1940, p. 26.
51 See, for example, Nyström 1955; Magnusson 1994 and Carlén 1997.
52 Carlén 1997, p. 255.
53 Carlén 1997, pp. 255–263.
54 Barbour 1996; Lucassen and Unger 2000, p. 130.
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Swedish navy could quickly recruit experienced seamen and officers at home in
case of war.55 

The introduction of the Navigation Act touched on many different issues.
Here, in particular, the author will stress the link between the Navigation Act
and Swedish salt imports, and between the Act and shipping to the Mediterra-
nean and the Iberian Peninsula.

3.5 Convoying and the Convoy Office 
Another institutional arrangement necessary for Swedish shipping in the Med-
iterranean Sea was convoying. In this case, Sweden followed the Dutch exam-
ple, even though the concept of convoying as an instrument of shipping pro-
tection had long been familiar. The convoy system in the Netherlands had been
in use as early as the 1550s, before the Dutch Revolt. At that time, it had been
employed in the rich westerly trade with the Iberian Peninsula and France, and
had followed a pattern established by Spanish shipping to the New World.56

After the Revolt, the Dutch improved the convoy system and placed it on a
stable financial basis. The common Dutch duty on the financing of convoys
was introduced in 1582.57 

In the Mediterranean, the Dutch convoy system reached perfection in the
mid-seventeenth century. In contrast to the English, who sailed in large, heavily
manned and well-armed vessels, the Dutch sailed to the Mediterranean in con-
voys consisting of considerable numbers of small merchantmen, usually accom-
panied by two men-of-war.58 The use of convoying, to some extent, was a
consequence of the introduction of a new and highly cost-efficient ship design,
the flute.59

The system was apparently efficient as the Dutch, steadily replaced the Eng-
lish in the Mediterranean. In the second half of the seventeenth century, the
convoy system was introduced in the English shipping organization, especially
in the Mediterranean, and by 1700 convoying had become widely established
practice. Sailing in convoy significantly reduced insurance premiums for ship-
ping.60 However, the system also had its disadvantages. Convoys were slow, as
the slowest ship determined the speed of the entire convoy, and turnaround
times at ports were extended. 

The practice of convoying ships passing the Sound was established in Swe-
den in the mid-seventeenth century. Axel Oxenstierna issued the first ordinance
regulating convoying in 1653.61 According to this ordinance, Swedish ships

55 Gerentz 1951, pp. 175–178; Müller 2000, pp. 348–349.
56 Sicking 1998, pp. 106–146.
57 Vries de and Woude van der 1997, p. 98.
58 Israel 1989, p. 229.
59 Barbour 1996, pp. 122–123.
60 Davis 1962, p. 318.
61 Olán 1921, p. 77.
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sailing to England, the Dutch Republic, and France should meet at Gothen-
burg on Sweden’s western coast. When a sufficient number of vessels was as-
sembled, the convoy sailed away, accompanied by one or two men-of-war. As
mentioned above, Swedish ships also frequently joined the Dutch convoys trav-
elling to Portugal and Spain. During the period of armed neutrality in the
1690s, there was co-operation between Denmark and Sweden in organizing
convoys.62

Conditions for Swedish shipping deteriorated during the Great Northern
War, especially after 1709 when Denmark again entered the war. The Swedish
ships became potential booty for the Danish privateers west of the Sound.
However, as the story of Stora Jernvågen shows, Swedish ships could also be
taken by Barbary corsairs. By 1720, in particular, the Barbary corsairs had
begun to take many Swedish ships.63 The need for convoying Swedish mer-
chantmen was widely recognised.

A reorganization of the Swedish convoy system was discussed by the same
riksdag (in 1723) as had promulgated the Navigation Act. The session agreed to
establish a new system for financing convoys, based on a special duty, the so-
called extra licenten. The Board of Trade proposed that the following duty
should be paid on all imports and exports: 1 per cent on all imports, and ½ per
cent on all exports. Of course, merchants trading in the Baltic Sea, who had no
use for convoying, opposed this proposal, and the riksdag finally decided to
reduce the duty on Baltic imports and exports by a half.64 

The duty was collected in the Convoy Fund (Konvojkassan) which was used
to pay for convoys, for peace treaties with the Barbary states, and partly also for
the release of Swedish seamen in Africa. The question of whether the Convoy
Fund was an institution useful to the whole kingdom, or whether it was created
merely in the interests of the mercantile elite engaged in the Mediterranean
trade, recurred many times. For example, in 1745, during the ongoing negoti-
ations with Tripoli, many were critical of Anders Plomgren, one of the mer-
chants with interests in the Mediterranean, when he proposed that all mer-
chants should contribute to the Convoy Fund according to their financial situ-
ation.65 

Before 1724, the convoys had usually been organized through cooperation
between the Admiralty and the Board of Trade. With the new ordinance for
convoy organization, a new office was created with its seat at Gothenburg—the
Convoy Office (Konvojkommissariatet). It included representatives of burghers
(merchants and shipowners) and of the Admiralty. The Presidents of the Office
were always drawn from the ranks of the navy’s admirals.66

According to the instructions issued by the Board of Trade and the Admi-

62 Ekegård 1924, p. 252.
63 Ekegård 1924, p. 310.
64 Ekegård 1924, pp. 311–312.
65 Hahr 1966, p. 66–69.
66 Olán 1921, pp. 88–89.
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ralty, convoys should consist of two men-of-war, with at least 50 guns each.
Earlier, it had been usual for only one ship to accompany convoys. Convoys
were supposed to sail twice a year—in spring and autumn. The first place
where ships met was Gothenburg. Swedish convoys were then supposed to
wait at Plymouth for all merchant vessels that asked for protection, and then
they sailed directly to Portugal, keeping close to the Portuguese coast. Men-of-
war were expected to continue their voyage to Cadiz, but not to sail past Gi-
braltar into the Mediterranean. On their return voyage, the men-of-war were
supposed to assemble Swedish ships waiting in salt ports, such as Lisbon and
Setubal.67 

Typically, convoy organization encountered continual problems. On the one
hand, there was a constant lack of resources. The costs of the expeditions were
much larger than the collected duty of the extra licenten. On the other hand,
Stockholm merchants in particular were reluctant to use convoys. Convoying
was always connected to long waiting periods and turnaround times, which
made ships less efficient. Therefore many shipmasters refused to wait for con-
voys and sailed without protection, or in the convoys of other countries. 

Despite frequent public criticism and lack of resources, the Convoy Office
survived for over a hundred years. However, the organization went through
many changes. First, it was moved from Gothenburg to Stockholm in 1741–
42.68 There the Office continued in it activities until the 1780s, when, as a
result of an investigation, its closure was proposed. Between 1790 and 1797,
the Convoy Office’s duties were taken over by the State Office. But, quite soon,
it became clear that the new organization was even more expensive, and no
better at protecting shipping than the Convoy Office. Thus, in February 1797,
the Convoy Office was re-established in a similar form as before, and it contin-
ued into the first decades of the nineteenth century.69 

As mentioned above, the activities of the Office were theoretically financed
by the duty of extra licenten. But the resources thereby collected were insuffi-
cient. Therefore, the extra licenten level was doubled in 1747, and again in
1760.70 In addition, the Office was allowed to finance its activities via loans.
However, all these attempts to secure its finances proved inadequate. Clearly, it
was impossible to balance rising expenditure with available income. For exam-
ple, in 1759 the Convoy Office’s income was roughly 100,000 d.s.m., but its
outlays amounted to almost 162,000 d.s.m.71 The total debts of the Office
were steadily rising. Repeatedly, when the situation became acute, the state
took over the Office’s debts and wrote them off. Hence, in 1766 the state wrote
off a debt of 923,448 d.s.m.

The situation did not much improve during the Gustavian period (1772–

67 Ekegård 1924, p. 355.
68 Krëuger 1856, p. 27.
69 Carlson 1971, pp. 8–9.
70 Carlson 1971, p. 7.
71 Krëuger 1856, p. 29.
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1809). In 1776, the Office received a subsidy of 666,666 rixdollars specie. In
spite of this, the debts continued to rise, and in 1778 it was once again neces-
sary to write them off, this time to the tune of 364,723 rixdollars specie. These
continuous problems with finances were among the reasons why the Office was
closed in 1790.

The financial problems of the Convoy Office were the result of the fact that
it was employed in too many areas. First, there was convoying—the most im-
portant task. The Office was responsible for manpower aboard the navy’s con-
voying ships and for supplying the equipment for voyages. The navy’s ships also
had to be returned to the Admiralty in good shape, which entailed repair costs.
Thus the total costs of a single convoy could be dauntingly high. For example,
the first convoy of autumn 1724, including the two 54-gun ships Verden and
Öland, cost the Convoy Office 35,286 d.s.m.72

Second, there were the costs of peace treaties with the Barbary states, which,
indeed, made the biggest hole in the Office’s accounts. As mentioned above,
from the first contacts with the Barbary states onwards, the Convoy Office was
seen as the institution which should provide for these outlays. This meant that
the treaties and the institutional arrangements surrounding them, including
the work of Swedish diplomatic representatives, the gifts and the consular ser-
vices, were seen by the Stockholm authorities as a part of the same institutional
arrangement for the Mediterranean shipping as was convoying. In modern in-
stitutional terminology, both could be labelled protection costs.

The third task of the Convoy Office was the payment of ransoms for, and
hence the freeing of, Swedish captives in North Africa. However, the resources
for this purpose were not only provided by extra licenten. Every year, money
was collected in all Swedish churches for the freeing of Swedish subjects from
Muslim slavery.73 As late as 1726, the king issued an ordinance to the effect
that four times per year money should be collected in Swedish churches to free
these helpless Swedish subjects.74

To make the convoy system less costly, Sweden occasionally co-operated with
Denmark, the latter being in exactly the same situation. Such joint convoys
were already being organised in the 1690s, during the first period of armed
neutrality.75 Similar attempts were made after the Dutch treaty with Algiers in
1726: at that time the Danish envoy in Stockholm proposed organising joint
Danish-Swedish convoys to the Mediterranean. However, in 1728, when it
became clear that Sweden would soon sign a treaty with Algiers, Stockholm lost
interest in joint Danish-Swedish convoying.76

It should be mentioned here that the Danish protection system was organ-
ised in a partially different way. There was no Danish Convoy Office, and the

72 Krëuger 1856, p. 43.
73 Ekegård 1924, pp. 253–254 (note).
74 Olán 1921, p. 108.
75 Ekegård 1924, p. 252.
76 Ekegård 1924, p. 482.
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Danish consular service and the release of Danish captives were implemented
via other institutions. In 1725, there was a proposal to pay for convoys to
Portugal and Spain via a special duty on shipping—quite similar to the Swedish
extra licenten—but the proposal failed.77 Perhaps the notion that all Danish
vessels should pay for convoys used by only a limited number of ships was not
acceptable to the absolute state. The same idea, however, could find support in
the Swedish riksdag of the Age of Liberty.

Payments of ransoms for Danish captives in North Africa were carried out by
a special Slave Society (Slavenkassen), established in 1715.78 The funds were
collected from a duty paid on each ship, according to its tonnage. Indeed, the
Danish Slave Society was the institution which first proposed signing a treaty
with the Barbary states: the proposal of a treaty with Algiers in 1736. This
proposal clearly had the Swedish treaty of 1728 as its model, and perhaps the
Society’s representatives also had contacts with the Swedes engaged in the
Swedish negotiations.79 Yet it took another ten years before the Danish treaty
became a reality.80

Balancing the convoying of ships with the maintenance of peaceful relations
with the Barbary corsairs was a complicated task. The main reason for signing
the treaties with the Barbary states was the protection of shipping in southern
Europe. It was argued that treaties would reduce the costs of convoying and
increase security for the ships. However, convoying did not disappear; instead
the Convoy Office was obliged to pay for both peace treaties and convoying. 

The Swedish convoying system concentrated the many tasks of shipping
protection (convoying, peace treaties and consular service in Algiers, Tunis,
Tripoli, and Morocco) in one institution—the Convoy Office. According to
the original concept, the Convoy Office was supposed to finance its activities
by a special duty on all Swedish foreign trade. However, this income was never
enough, and hence the outlays of the Office, and so the whole Swedish protec-
tion system in southern Europe, were more or less obviously paid for by the
state. Looking at the system from a protection costs perspective, we may con-
clude that it modestly reduced the overall protection costs of Swedish shipping
and trade in southern Europe (See section 5.6 and Appendix E). To be sure, it
transferred the protection costs of private enterprises (Swedish shipowners and
merchants with interests in the area) to the state: a private issue was thereby
turned into a public concern. This became possible due to the political power
of the Stockholm mercantile elite, which had the strongest interest in the devel-
opment of commercial contacts with southern Europe. But a number of exam-
ples show that the public acceptance of the system was not wholly unproblem-
atic. The history of the Swedish Convoy Office includes many attempts to
change its organization and reduce its costs.

77 Andersen 2000, p. 43.
78 Andersen 2000, p. 42.
79 Andersen 2000, p. 43.
80 On the Danish relations to the Barbary states, see Wandel 1919.
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3.6 The Swedish Levant Company 
Salt supplies have been identified as probably the single most important factor
behind Sweden’s engagement in southern Europe. However, there was another,
commercial motive for such activities—the Levant trade. As in the case of the
salt trade, Swedish interests in the Levant had a long history. Some of the initial
contacts have been mentioned in the section above, dealing with diplomatic
relationships with the Sublime Porte. We have mentioned Johan Silfvercrantz’s
plans to establish a Swedish Levant trade during Charles XII’s stay on Ottoman
territory, and the reasons for their failure. 

In parallel with the diplomatic negotiations with the Sublime Porte in the
1730s, some leading Stockholm merchants were planning the prompt opening
of Swedish trade with the Levant, and when the question of Charles XII’s debt
was resolved and the trade treaty with the Sublime Porte concluded, there were
no more obstacles to this ambition. Thus, a year later, in February 1738, the
Swedish Levant Company was founded in Stockholm.81

In many ways, establishing the Levant company was a controversial issue, a
fact reflected in the riksdag of 1738. There was a deep political split over the
issue between the old Cap regime of Arvid Horn, and the rising party of the
Hats. Not coincidently, the supporters of the company idea were without ex-
ception leading Hats. Firstly, the controversy had diplomatic implications. The
establishment of the Levant Company was impossible without improved rela-
tionships with the Ottoman Empire (the trade treaty), which met with the
disapproval of the Caps’ ally, Russia, and even with that of some other states.
And in this sense the establishment of the Company may be interpreted as an
important platform in the Hats’ aggressive anti-Russian policy. 

Second, and in this context perhaps more important, was the organizational
aspect. Should the Levant trade be organized according to a chartered company
model, following the example of the English Levant Company, or should it be
left free, following the model of the Dutch? The Stockholm merchant commu-
nity was divided on the question. Some minor merchants argued for a free
trade form of organization. However, the merchant elite argued for a chartered
company on the English model, and their proposal, although in partially re-
duced stature, finally won through in the riksdag.82

Third, there also was a more general mercantilist aspect to the Levant trade
debate. Adversaries argued that Sweden had no true commercial interests in the
Levant. Levant commodities (e.g. silk) were seen as unnecessary luxuries, and
so one of the roots of Sweden’s unfavourable balance of trade. Instead, the
Swedes should consume products made in Sweden, in Swedish manufactures;
and, even if consumption of Levant commodities were allowed, foreigners
could import them at lower cost. 

81 Olán 1921, p. 42.
82 Hahr 1966, p. 47, see also Olán 1921. For the Danish Levant trade see Andersen 1992 and
Andersen 2000, pp. 59–77.
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Analysing the privileges included in the Company charter of 1738, we can see
that the final version of the charter was a kind of compromise between monopoly
and free trade. The Company’s monopoly was not complete. It concerned only
the Levant coast—meaning that commerce in western area of the Mediterranean
basin was left free. In addition, individuals could purchase a special Levant trade
licence from the Company (for a fee of 15 per cent of the cargo value). 

The charter gave the newly-appointed Swedish consul in Smyrna, Henrik
Hackson, an important role. On the one hand, the consul was made an official
Swedish representative there. His duty was to register all Swedish cargoes enter-
ing and leaving the harbour, and to inform the Board of Trade about trade and
shipping there. The Convoy Fund paid him 2,000 rixdollars annually, which
showed that the Smyrna consulate was a part of the same consular system as the
consulates at Algiers, Tripoli and Tunis. At the same time, the consul was ap-
pointed by the Company’s directors, and he worked for the Company.83 Hack-
son also took an active part in the discussions about the future shape of the
Swedish Levant trade and, not surprisingly, he preferred a chartered company
form of organization.

The Levant Company was the second chartered company founded in Swe-
den during the Age of Liberty, the first being the Swedish East India Company
(1731). However, despite a superficial, external similarity in organization, there
were substantial differences between the Levant and East India Companies.
First, the monopoly rights given to the East India Company were much more
exclusive. In contrast to the Mediterranean trade, there were no real opportuni-
ties for private East India trade from Sweden. Second, the scale of operations
and the capital stock invested were of different magnitudes. The starting capital
of the Levant Company was a modest 200,000 d.s.m., compared to 5.5 million
d.s.m. for the Swedish East India Company.84 The difference in capital stock
can be explained not only by the scale of operations of the East India Company,
but also by foreign interests. In particular, during its first decades, foreign in-
vestments in the East India Company played a crucial role, and the Company
staff included many foreigners. On the other hand, the Levant Company does
not appear to have attracted any foreign investors or employees.

The business of the Levant Company did not develop according to the high-
flown expectations of its founders. When, after the first ten years, the charter
was renewed, the monopoly for the Levant coastal trade was made even more
exclusive, to improve the Company’s financial condition. But that did not help.
After 1752, the Company’s operations more or less ceased, and after another
three years the riksdag (1755–56) decided to withdraw the company charter,
and thus ‘liberated’ Swedish trade with the Levant. The charter was bought
back by the state. During its 18 years existence (1738–56), the Levant Com-
pany sent the tiny number of fourteen vessels to Smyrna.85 

83 Olán 1921, pp. 42–43.
84 Olán 1921, p. 59; Åberg 1988, p. 31.
85 Olán 1921, p. 63.
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The failure of the Levant Company strongly contrasts with the overall in-
crease in Swedish shipping to the Mediterranean. The fourteen vessels cited
above can be compared with over 3,000 Algerian passports issued in the 1739–
59 period by the Board of Trade.86 Why did the Levant Company fail? In 1752,
the riksdag asked the directors for an explanation of the miserable conditions of
the Company business. The reasons given by the directors exactly reflect the
general problems experienced by Swedish long-distance trade compared with
other states. There were too many disadvantages. The value of an average Swed-
ish cargo was much lower than an average foreign cargo. Swedish cargoes des-
tined for the Levant was never valued over 15,000 d.s.m., while the Dutch and
English cargoes were usually valued at about 100,000 d.s.m. The explanation
lies in the composition of Swedish cargoes. The Swedes mainly exported bulky
commodities (iron, iron manufactures, tar, pitch, sawn timber), demanding of
space but relatively cheap. The Dutch and English, on the other hand, exported
textiles and other high-value goods. Whereas bar-iron was the major commod-
ity for the Swedes, the Dutch used it as ballast, so that it was free of freight cost.
In addition, sailing from Stockholm to Smyrna took much longer than a voy-
age from Amsterdam or London, which made the Swedish voyage relatively
uneconomic. Moreover, the Swedish company was financially too weak, and
hence it was obliged to buy Levant commodities on worse terms than its finan-
cially stronger competitors.87 

The Company directors also highlighted the well-known structural disad-
vantages of Swedish long-distance trade and shipping. It was scarcely novel to
argue that Swedish ships had to sail much further than Dutch or English ones.
Neither was the capital weakness of Swedish merchants or the unfavourable
composition of their cargoes news. This did not explain much. Perhaps a better
explanation of the failure of this enterprise lays in the fact that the Company
was not successful in exploiting all the opportunities and advantages that the
Swedes had in the area of Mediterranean shipping. It was also dissolved before
the Swedish ships could fully exploit the advantages of neutrality shipping.

Neither did the consulate at Smyrna promote trade as had been intended.
The first consul at Smyrna, the above-mentioned Henrik Hackson, apparently
spent much time in Sweden. He was appointed consul in March 1736, even
before the peace and trade treaty with the Sublime Porte was concluded.88

However, as early as 1737 he was in Stockholm, taking part in the debate about
the future shape of the Levant trade. As mentioned, the Company charter gave
him a position as the Company’s commission agent. In 1742, Hackson sent his
resignation to the Board of Trade. In his place, Johan Henrik Kierman took
over the consular duties, but he does not seem to have received the official
appointment document from Stockholm. Kierman was a stepson of Gustaf
Kierman, who played so important a role in the payment of the Swedish debt

86 Algerian passport registers. (Sjöpassdiarier för åren 1739–1768), C II b, BoT SNA.
87 Olán 1921, pp. 61–62
88 Almqvist 1912–13, p. 430.
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to the Sublime Porte, and was already deeply engaged in the Levant trade in the
early 1730s. Gustaf Kierman was also one of the founders and directors of the
Company. 

Despite the fact that he lacked an official appointment, Kierman junior
worked to promote Swedish trade with the Ottoman Empire. And he high-
lighted out neutral shipping as the major Swedish advantage. In his report to
the Directors of the Company of September 1744, he wrote of the profitable
prospects for Swedish shipowners in shipping between Smyrna, Thessaloniki,
even Alexandria, and other parts of the eastern Mediterranean. Because of the
lack of shipping capacity, local merchants rented ships from Naples and Ven-
ice—only too well aware of the danger, as the Neapolitan and Venetian ships
were favourite targets of the Barbary corsairs. Swedish ships were much safer
and, due to their lower insurance premiums, they were better paid for freight.
Kierman mentioned the fact that for the Smyrna-Livorno voyage, the insurance
premiums for the Swedish ships were 3–4 per cent, whereas the Venetian ships
paid premiums of 6, 8, or even as much as 10 per cent.89 Unfortunately, the
young Kierman did not manage to realise many of his ideas. In October 1744,
just two years after taking over the consulate, he was murdered in a robbery
near Smyrna.90

Other reports for the area also testify that the most profitable opportunity
for the Swedes was not the commodity trade between the Levant and Sweden,
but shipping for foreigners in the Mediterranean Sea. Edvard Carlson, who
after the successful negotiations with the Sublime Porte became the Swedish
envoy in Constantinople, reported in August 1744 on the plans of Marseilles
merchants to hire Swedish ships for trade with Thessaloniki and Smyrna.91 The
failure of the Levant Company should therefore be seen mainly as a failure of
the direct trade between the Levant and Sweden. It did not demonstrate any
general failure of Swedish policy for the Mediterranean.

3.7 Conclusions
It is clear that the Mediterranean became, in the early eighteenth century, a
high-priority area for the Swedish authorities and Sweden’s merchants. Swedish
ambitions encompassed both the western and eastern basins of the Mediterra-
nean Sea, and they had a primarily commercial, but also partly a political char-
acter. In the western basin of the Mediterranean, the Swedes were first of all
interested in salt supplies. Second, they were searching for new markets for
Swedish staple commodities, such as iron, sawn timber, tar and pitch. The
major motive for establishing contacts with the eastern basin of the Mediterra-

89 Report 9/20 September 1744. Levant Company 1741–1754, E XVII aa 1, BoT SNA.
90 Butini to BoT, 18 December 1744, Marseilles, Consular Reports, Marseilles 1732–1814, E VI
aa 331, BoT SNA.
91 Carlson to BoT, 22 August 1744, Levant Company 1741–1754, E XVII aa 1, BoT SNA.
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nean was the Levant trade; but, in this area, the balance of foreign political
interests between the Ottoman Empire and Russia decided the timing and
extent of Swedish engagement. 

To promote these ambitions, Sweden implemented a number of measures,
which can be described as institutional modernization. Nevertheless, even if
this institutional modernisation was new for Sweden, it was not original in an
international context. In fact, all the ‘new’ Swedish institutions mimicked the
well-tested Dutch and English prototypes.

First, the Swedish Navigation Act was launched in 1724. Second, the Swed-
ish convoy system was reorganized, and a new Convoy Fund and Convoy Of-
fice were established. Third, Sweden signed important peace and trade treaties
with the Barbary states and the Sublime Porte. The consular service in North
Africa appeared as an immediate outcome of the peace treaties, and a comple-
ment to the rising number of consulates on the northern coast of the Mediter-
ranean Sea and on the Iberian Peninsula. Fourth, the Swedish Levant Company
began operation business in 1738. 

The institutional framework described above fits comfortably under the um-
brella of that eighteenth-century economic policy labelled mercantilism. A
question that naturally flows from this, and one naturally related to the old
debate about the character of mercantilism, is: did this institutional framework
provide an efficient foundation for the growth of Swedish trade and shipping in
southern Europe, and of the Swedish economy in general, or should it be seen
as a distortion of the ‘market balance’, and perhaps a result of political egotism
by some self-interested actors? In other words, did the institutional framework
entail a reduction or increase in transaction costs for Sweden? Answering these
questions, however, requires a quantitative analysis of both the Swedish com-
modity trade and shipping activities in southern Europe. In addition, such an
analysis must be related to the general development of European long-distance
shipping. An attempt to address the issue is made in chapter 5, but before that
we will look more closely at the Swedish consular service in southern Europe:
its models, origins and functions. Not least, we will closely examine the history
of some major Swedish consulates in the area.
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CHAPTER 4

The Swedish consular service in southern 
Europe

In the few days that I have been here in Livorno I find that this is the Generall
Magazine of Commerce that supplies not only all Italy but most parts of Africa
with all sorts of European American and Asian Merchandize & manufactures,
corn is also laid up here from Sicily the Levant and often from England for
supplying Spain and Portugall in their necessities […] the reason why this place is
so much frequented by all nations Is that the customs and charges upon goods
inwards and outwards is very insignificant it being also the principal and most
convenient Scala Franca in all the Mediterranean.

George Logie to the Board of Trade, Livorno, 2/13 October 17381 

4.1 Early consular services in the Mediterranean 
Violet Barbour described the seventeenth-century shipping world as divided
into two quite distinct fields.2 Shipping in northern Europe was characterised
by bulky commodities, by large merchant fleets and by high average tonnage
per vessel. It was also a relatively safe world, with few seamen on board an
average ship and low insurance premiums. It was a world dominated by the
Dutch flute. 

The second field encompassed the remaining shipping world: southern Eu-
rope, the Canaries, Madeira, Africa, and the East Indies. Barbour might also
add the Caribbean and the Americas. Commerce in these regions had been
characterised by ‘rich trades’. The shipping of high-value commodities did not
require such large shipping capacity as the northern trades in bulkier commod-
ities, but on the other hand, long-distance sailing and especially sailing in dan-
gerous waters required many hands on board; insurance premiums were high.
In spite of the fact that the shipping world changed and expanded substantially,
Barbour’s characterisation also largely works for the eighteenth century. The
Mediterranean Sea belonged, of course, to the latter field of shipping, notwith-

1 George Logie to the BoT, 2/13 October 1738, Livorno, Consular Reports, Livorno 1725–
1822, E VI aa 229, BoT SNA.
2 Barbour 1996, pp. 107–108.
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standing that much of the shipping in the Mediterranean also had the character
of ‘bulky’ trade.3

Swedish trade and shipping had for centuries been conducted in northern
Europe. Swedish merchants and sailors knew the conditions of shipping, as
well as the institutional environment in the area. The Mediterranean, which
they had entered more extensively by the late seventeenth century, was a differ-
ent proposition. Business activities in southern Europe were carried out in a
different institutional environment from northern Europe. This environment
was the result of much longer historical development dating back to the an-
cient period, but it was also an environment characterised by a large degree of
uncertainty, both on the seas and in relations with local authorities. 

One of the particular features of this strange institutional environment was
the consular system. The system united commercial, legal and—partly—also
diplomatic functions. Consulates were originally tribunals, with representation
from both merchants—either local or from abroad—and from local authori-
ties. In this form, consulates were already known in the late thirteenth century.4

Consulates solved disputes concerning all aspects of maritime trade. They were
supposed to solve conflicts between merchants and authorities, but also be-
tween different merchants, or merchants and their employees (captains, sea-
men, etc.).5 Consuls, in fact, were representatives of the merchant community
at a specific seaport, and were usually elected by the merchant community of
that seaport. 

Because of the international character of the merchant communities all
around the Mediterranean, many elected consuls were foreigners. In conflicts
with local authorities, they then represented not only the interests of commerce
but often also the interests of their own national groups. In this way the dis-
tinction between two categories of consuls arose. The overseas consuls (Consul
de Ultramar) obtained a representative function. They defended and assisted
citizens of their respective countries, and they represented their state in its
contacts with the local power. On the other hand, the consuls of the sea (Consul
de Mar) fulfilled a legal role in the resolution of conflicts concerning the Medi-
terranean maritime world.6 Here the focus will be on the group of overseas
consuls. In particular, north-western European countries developed overseas
consular services in the course of sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, which
then served as a model for the Swedish consular service. 

An interesting area, as regards the rise of overseas consuls, was the Levant
coast: on the one hand, part of the Ottoman Empire, on the other an area of

3 On the difference between armed shipping in southern waters and relatively safe shipping,
without need of armed ship in the North and Baltic Seas see also Glete 1993b, pp. 113–119,
196–197.
4 Carmel Salvo mentions that the regulations of the Consulate of the Sea of Messina could be
dated as early as to 1282 or 1283, Salvo 2000, pp. 17, 218
5 Sebastian Vella provides a detailed description of consulate’s duties at Malta. Vella 2000, pp.
69–80.
6 Vassallo 1996, p. 51
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great commercial importance for Europeans since the Middle Ages. Ottoman
administration often came into conflict with European merchant communi-
ties. Therefore the consular system in the Levant may serve as a classic example
of how the consular services of the European powers operated.

In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries there were four states with consu-
lar representation in the Levant: Venice, with its traditionally well-established
exchange with the area; France, with its consular service established in 1535/
36; England, with a consular service since 1583; and the Dutch Republic, with
a consular service since 1613.7 The consular representations were based on
treaties with the Sublime Porte, but these treaties had a different character
compared with the European treaty system. Relations with the Sublime Porte
should not be seen in the same perspective as inter-European diplomatic rela-
tions based on international law. Relations between European consuls and local
authorities followed Muslim customary law, regulating the legal situation of
infidels under Muslim sovereignty. This feature is also important as regards the
later Swedish treaties with the North-African states.

The non-diplomatic character of the consular service in the Ottoman terri-
tories is confirmed by the fact that, in the course of the sixteenth century,
European consuls were not exempt from local jurisdiction. As late as 1596, the
local authorities in Alexandria could execute a French consul.8 Provision for the
diplomatic immunity of consuls was first included in the renewed English and
French treaties in 1601 and 1604 respectively. 

The consuls were perceived by the Ottoman authorities primarily as the
leaders of foreign merchant communities, not as representatives of European
states. Therefore they could be handled quite arbitrarily. For example, it was
usual to see unilateral increases in the duties paid by consuls, without proper
explanation. In addition, a typical feature of the authorities’ attitude to consuls
was collective responsibility. Communities of foreign merchants and their lead-
ers—consuls—were responsible to local authorities for the behaviour of indi-
vidual community members. 

In a similar manner as the consuls of the sea (Consul de Mar), European
consuls in the Levant functioned as judges. They ruled on conflicts within
European merchant communities. In the course of time, they became more
and more independent from the local jurisdiction. In special cases consuls
could even send defendants to their home countries for trial. 

It has been stressed that the European consuls had a role mainly as represent-
atives of their national merchant communities. Nevertheless, they were author-
ised to act as consuls by the governments of their home countries. They had to
receive official appointments, otherwise they were not taken seriously by the
local authorities. So an official appointment letter was drawn up to confirm a
consul’s diplomatic role, although this role was not the same as that of diplo-
mats in western Europe. 

7 Steensgaard 1967.
8 Steensgaard 1967, p. 18.
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This ambiguous position—as a representative of a merchant community,
and as a quasi-diplomatic representative of a state—was frequently a cause of
conflict of interest.9 For example, typical Venetian consuls seldom had com-
mercial ties with Venetian merchants at the place of appointment. They had
usually seen prior service as officials in Venice. The Venetian consular service
seems to have been more professionalised than the services of other states.
According to Niels Steensgaard, who analysed the European consulates in the
Levant, the reports of Venetian consuls to their government were of better
quality than those of their French, Dutch and English counterparts.10 The
Venetian consuls also obtained a fixed state salary, and were not allowed to take
part in local commerce. All these features stress their position as official diplo-
matic representatives of the Venetian Republic more than as leaders of any
merchant community. 

This professional system contrasted with the French consular service. French
consuls had much closer relationships with their merchant communities. The
state tried to strengthen its control over the consular institution, but it was not
very successful. The French consulates frequently passed from one family mem-
ber to another in a way typical of other offices in seventeenth-century France.
This was the reason why the French consular service was seen as less efficient
than the other states’. French consuls in the Levant did not receive any salary,
and were supposed to obtain their living from the 2 per cent duty on imported
French goods. To improve their financial situation, French consuls had to take
part in commerce, although this meant less independence and lower social
status.11

The Dutch consular system more closely resembled the French than the
Venetian model. Dutch consuls also originated from well-established merchant
families. They did not receive any salary, and so they were dependent on consu-
lar duties and on their own business affairs.12

The English consular system in the Levant was completely different from
any other. It was built up on the basis of the different organization of the
English Levant trade, and the special role of the English Levant Company
within it. English consuls represented neither England, nor the English mer-
chant community (English ‘nation’). They represented nothing other than the
Levant Company and its interest, even against other English subjects in the
Levant. The company was also entitled to appoint the English consuls and vice-
consuls in the Levant, despite the criticism of the independent English mer-
chants in the area. This inflamed the relationship between Englishmen living in
the Levant and the London directors of the Levant Company.13 

The cases of the Venetian, French, Dutch and English consular services obvi-
ously demonstrate that the consular institution could be organised in quite

9 Steensgaard 1967, p. 25.
10 Steensgaard 1967, p. 26.
11 Steensgaard 1967, pp. 26–28, 31.
12 Steensgaard 1967, p. 33.
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different ways. The Swedish consular service in the Mediterranean was to in-
clude different pieces of these models, depending on the consulate’s location.

By the seventeenth century, international commerce in the Mediterranean
had acquired a partially different character in comparison with previous centu-
ries. The traditional corsair guerre de course between the Christians and Mus-
lims was receding. France, due to its early diplomatic relations with the Otto-
man Empire, played a key role in this development. At the same time, north-
ern-European shipping and commerce acquired a large share of Mediterranean
trade. 

In comparison with the Mediterranean states, the northern-European mer-
chants (first the Dutch and English, but later, also the Danes and Swedes) had
more spacious ships, more tonnage per man on board, and a more efficient
shipping organization. However, one of the key preconditions of northern-
European shipping in the Mediterranean Sea was the increasing security and
predictability of trading activities. Treaties with the Ottoman Empire and its
vassals in North Africa created this security, and it appeared easier for such
treaties to be signed by Protestant northern-European powers than by Catholic
Mediterranean states.14 Consular services played a key role in creating this
more secure commercial environment, at least for the Dutch, English and
French. 

The Swedish consular service, established after 1720, clearly combined the
Dutch and English consular models—in the same way that the Dutch and
English treaties with the Barbary states served as a model for defining Swedish
relations with the Muslim states in the Mediterranean. In the following sec-
tions we will describe in detail how the Swedish consular service was shaped,
which individuals were appointed as Swedish consuls in the area, and which
duties and general functions Swedish consuls discharged. 

4.2 Appointment procedures in the Swedish consular 
service
The expansion of the Swedish consular service in southern Europe was more a
result of political and economic ambition than a response to the specific needs
of Sweden’s foreign trade and shipping in the area. To some extent, consuls
were appointed for areas where the authorities wished to develop Swedish
trade. But the consular service had also expanded, even if less rapidly, in areas
where Swedish trade was already established: Britain, France and the Dutch
Republic. 

13 For example, in 1630, when the English consul in Smyrna died, the ‘nation’ consisting of local
English merchants elected a new consul, without the Company’s approval. In this specific case a
compromise was reached and, at the end, the Company’s representatives approved the locally
elected consul. Steensgaard 1967, pp. 34–36.
14 Colley 2002, p. 81.
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An interesting aspect of the Swedish consular service in the eighteenth cen-
tury is the issue of nationality. On the one hand, the employment of local
merchants of non-Swedish origin as Swedish consuls was very common. They
usually had better knowledge of the local trade and political situation than the
Swedes. They were quite often also interested in becoming Swedish consuls.
Foreigners did not only aspire to the post of Swedish consul because of their
commercial interests. Consular appointment also entailed diplomatic immu-
nity, and thus exemption from the local jurisdiction. Consuls enjoyed a high
degree of personal security and esteem within the local merchant communities.
However, within France it was forbidden to appoint as consul an individual
who was not a French subject. Therefore all Swedish consuls in France were
Frenchmen.

The Swedish Board of Trade preferred Swedish subjects. These were per-
ceived as better guarantors of the promotion of Swedish interests. As early as
November 1719, the Swedish Board of Trade was arguing that young Swedish
merchants should be preferred as consuls abroad. In 1723, the royal instruction
concerning the consular service once again expressed the aspiration that Swedes
rather than foreigners should be employed. Consuls were also asked to report in
the Swedish language and this, of course, was easier for a Swedish-born consul.
Nevertheless, a considerable volume of consular correspondence to the Board
of Trade was in English or French. In the course of the eighteenth century, the
proportion of foreigners slowly declined. In 1789, foreigners made up only
seventeen of forty-eight active consuls.15

The rising number of Swedish-born consuls was not only a result of the
Board’s appointment policy, but also a sign of interest on the part of Stock-
holm’s leading merchant families. Swedish consuls in the key commercial cen-
tres often belonged to these families. The Lisbon consulate is a good example
of this phenomenon. After Joachim de Besche (1704–21), Anders Bachman-
son Nordencrantz, a prominent politician and merchant (1727–38) served as
consul. After Nordencrantz came Arvid Arfwedson (1738–56) of the well-
known Stockholm family, and later Jean Bedoire (1757–78), member of an-
other prominent city family. Between 1782 and 1808, and again from 1816 to
1860, the Lisbon consulate was served by the Kantzow family, yet another
leading Stockholm family.16 The same situation will be found in other parts of
the Swedish consular services. The key consulates in London were served by
members of the Grill and Tottie families for almost a hundred years (1777–
1869). The consulate in Amsterdam was managed by the Hasselgrens. All
three families belonged to the very highest stratum of the Stockholm merchant
elite.17

15 Almqvist 1912–13, pp. 132, 139.
16 Almqvist 1912–13, p. 410, see also Högberg 1964; Jansson 1964 and SBL, vol. 20, 1973–75,
pp. 609–613.
17 Almqvist 1912–13, pp. 356 and 405. For information about the families see Samuelsson 1951;
Müller 1998; Müller and Ojala 2002, pp. 37–39, and SBL.
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However, the leading merchant circles of Stockholm had quite an ambigu-
ous view of the consular service. In some parts of Europe, they perceived con-
suls as a necessity; in particular, this was true for the Mediterranean. Here, the
consular service was necessary because it was a part of the traditional fabric of
doing business—as described above. So, if Sweden wished to take part in Med-
iterranean commerce, it had to conform to this same system. On the other
hand, in northern and eastern Europe, areas without any tradition of consular
service, exchange could be carried out without consuls. Hence consular service
in these areas entailed little more than new costs. Perhaps the long period of
vacancy of the London consulate may be explained by the unwillingness of
merchants to fill it. Despite the first official appointment in 1722 (Jonas Al-
ström), the consulate was in fact vacant for 50 years. Jonas Alström promptly
returned to Sweden in 1723, and the next consul, Peter Christian Algehr, re-
ceived his official appointment in 1772.18 London business could be carried
out with or without a consul.

To reach a concord between the enthusiastic appointment policy of the
Board of Trade and the more practical attitude of the merchant community, all
appointments were made in consultation with merchant representatives. Usu-
ally, the Board asked the merchants for a recommendation on the question of
an appointment, and usually followed their recommendation. In the first part
of the eighteenth century, the Stockholm merchants chose between six and
twelve representatives, who drafted these recommendations. From 1770 on,
the recommendations were signed by the Stockholm Merchant Association
(Grosshandelssocieteten). Beginning in 1813, other Swedish port towns were
even asked to comment on the appointments of new consuls.19 This proves that
the Stockholm merchant elite played a key role in the appointment policy. 

Merchants’ statements concerning the appointments of new consuls are pre-
served in the archives of the Board of Trade. They provide us with a detailed
picture of how the Stockholm merchant elite approached the question. It seems
that quite often they were opposed to new consulates, new costs being the main
reason. The following cases show in detail how the process of consideration
could play out.

In 1775, Gustaf Baumgart applied to the Board of Trade for appointment as
a Swedish consul in Valencia in Spain, and as usual, the Board sent his applica-
tion to the Stockholm Merchant Association for comment. The Association
response stated that Swedish trade in the district of Valencia had not developed
as merchants wished, and that the reason was ‘the lack of National consuls’. So,
in general, the Association was positive regarding the creation of a new consu-
late. Nevertheless, it also stated that the new consulate should not impose any
new fees on Swedish trade and shipping.20 The application was subsequently

18 Almqvist 1912–13, p. 136.
19 Almqvist 1912–13, pp. 136, 195.
20 Stockholm Merchant Association to BoT, 9 November 1775, Ansökningar om konsulattjänsten
E XVII g:1, BoT SNA.
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declined. Yet it is worth mentioning that this same Baumgart became Swedish
consul at Cartagena some twenty years later, in 1792.21 

Statements of the Association also show that its members recommended
only individuals whom the Stockholm merchants knew and trusted. Of course,
one natural consequence of this priority was that the recommended applicants
were frequently of Swedish origin, and were very often members of one of
Stockholm’s leading mercantile families, as previously observed. So, when the
Association was asked to make a statement regarding applicants for a vacant
consulate at Genoa, in 1778, it recommended the Swedish-born Carl Holm-
berg, well known to them from his business activities in Genoa. They also
expressed the hope in their statement that ‘through Holmberg a good national
[Swedish] merchant house could be established at Genoa’. But once again, the
representatives stressed that the appointment must not entail new consular
fees.22

Another example of the importance of personal knowledge for recommenda-
tion is the case of an English officer named J. Labot. In 1813, Labot applied for
the position of Swedish consul at Malta (La Valetta). The Association’s answer
was dated June 1814. The merchants stated that the applicant was completely
unknown to them, and they could not recommend him for the post.23

A strong reason for preferring a well-known and trustworthy individual was
the employment of consuls as commission agents. A recent analysis of the role
of Swedish consuls as commission agents for Finnish merchants reveals that
about half of the consuls dealing with Finnish cargoes in the late eighteenth
and early nineteenth centuries had Scandinavian names.24 They were simply
more trusted. This implies that Swedish-Finnish merchants preferred Swedish
consuls before foreigners, mainly because of their personal knowledge of the
consul or his family.

But the importance of Swedish origin should not be exaggerated. There were
at least two strong arguments for appointing foreigners. Firstly, they usually
had much better expertise vis-à-vis the local trade conditions than did Swedes.
This advantage was especially apparent in the early part of the eighteenth cen-
tury, and in those areas where Sweden had no established contacts. The estab-
lishment of the consular service in North Africa would not have been possible
without the experience of the Scottish merchant George Logie. Secondly, for-
eigners were simply more interested in getting the job. The Board of Trade had
problems recruiting Swedish nationals, and it blamed the rich merchants as
being unwilling to settle in foreign countries, or to send their sons there.25

21 Almqvist 1912–13, p. 428.
22 Stockholm Merchant Association to BoT, 5 June 1778, Application concerning Genoa’s con-
sulate, Ansökningar om konsulattjänsten E XVII g:1, BoT SNA.
23 Stockholm Merchant Association to BoT, 7 June 1814, Application concerning Malta consu-
late, Ansökningar om konsulattjänsten E XVII g:1, BoT SNA.
24 Ojala 1999, pp. 264–265.
25 Almqvist 1912–13, p. 139.
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4.3 Payments and ‘consulade’ fees
The Swedish consular service was not a lucrative option for ambitious mer-
chant sons. It was too badly paid. The majority of Swedish consuls, in contra-
diction to their Venetian counterparts, were not paid officials (career consuls),
but so-called honorary consuls.26 This meant that they had primarily to earn
their living on their own accounts, as merchants and commission agents. But
they also had the right to claim ‘consulade’—a fee paid by every national ship
visiting a consul’s district. In addition, they could collect some other special
fees for assisting Swedish subjects abroad.

The system of payments was not unified. Consequently, the conditions var-
ied from district to district, and sometimes from appointment to appointment.
The prevalent level of consulade in a specific district was decided on the occa-
sion of the appointment of a consul, but it usually conformed to the previous
conditions. Consulade fees comprised a never-ending saga in the correspond-
ence between consuls, the Board of Trade and the merchant representatives. In
fact, the question of consulade fees is one of the most frequently raised in
consular reports to the Board of Trade. 

The only salaried consulates in the course of the eighteenth century were
those in Algiers, Tunis, Tripoli and Morocco. Nevertheless, these salaries were a
consequence of the very special character of these consulates. In the Barbary
states, consuls had a primarily diplomatic function: they negotiated with the
local rulers; they organised the delivery of the gifts/tributes; they represented
their government. On the other hand, they had a very limited commercial
function, simply because the trade between Sweden and these states was insig-
nificant. They could not make a living as commission agents, which was the
usual practice in other consulates. The salaries of the Swedish consuls on the
Barbary coast were paid from the resources of the Convoy Office Fund, which
indicates how closely this system was connected with the issue of the security of
Swedish shipping.27

Because Swedish honorary consuls could not survive without conducting
their own business, the Board of Trade did not limit consuls’ mercantile activi-
ties—in spite of the fact that they could become entangled in a conflict of
interest between their roles as consuls and as merchants. However, there were
some prohibited areas. Consuls were forbidden to participate in freight ship-
ping. Yet again, there were exceptions even here, so that consuls in the Barbary
states were allowed to participate in freight shipping.28

The question of the durable financing of the Swedish consular service was
not resolved in the eighteenth century. The fees (consulade) were a permanent
conflict issue between consuls and merchants; the latter often argued, in fact,

26 On distinction between honorary and career consuls, see for example, Ojala 1997b, p. 336;
Müller and Ojala 2002, p. 27.
27 Almqvist 1912–13, p. 134.
28 Almqvist 1912–13, p. 134.
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that fees created a real hindrance for Swedish trade. The conflict between
Stockholm merchants and the Lisbon consul Anders Bachmanson Norden-
crantz in the 1730s seems to have been particularly tough. This conflict will be
described in detail in the section concerning the Lisbon consulate.29 Looking at
the consular fees from the merchant perspective, one may argue that the consu-
lar service did, in fact, increase the transaction costs of Swedish shipping and
trade. Yet the competing arguments are difficult to evaluate. Here, the question
will primarily be treated as a conflict of different interests. However, the dispute
clearly reflects the ambiguous (and in a sense untenable) situation of consuls as
both professional state bureaucrats and independent businessmen.

As late as 1789, the Board of Trade proposed that those applicants would be
preferred who could take over the business of a former consul, so that the
appointee could make a living from the same merchant firm as his predecessor.
The Board also argued for salaried consulates in districts in which commerce
was insufficient to satisfy an independent Swedish merchant house. Another
recommendation was to make a clear distinction between consulates with pri-
marily diplomatic functions, which should be linked more directly to the De-
partment of Foreign Affairs, and consulates with predominantly commercial
functions.30 

The lack of common rules for the consular service increased the confusion.
There was no general instruction regarding consular duties or rights until
1793. Consequently, each appointment included a more or less specific de-
scription of conditions and payment in the specific consular district, even if
these frequently did no more than repeat the old instruction. The first general
Swedish consular instruction (konsulstadgan), issued in January 1793, summa-
rised and confirmed the existing practices. It pointed out the required qualities
of a consul, his duties and rights, and it defined the rules of selection of appli-
cants.31 

The distinction between salaried (career) and honorary consuls is indicative
of the important difference between consuls’ diplomatic and commercial func-
tions. Yet there are also some other distinctions worthy of discussion. There
existed three different ranks in the Swedish consular service: general consuls,
consuls and vice-consuls. Consuls were appointed by the Board of Trade in
Stockholm, and the appointment was confirmed by a royal letter, which pro-
vided the consul with his diplomatic rank. Vice-consuls were often appointed
by the consul to help him in his duties, for instance in far-flung areas of the
consular district, or during the consul’s absence. Hence, vice-consuls lacked the
‘official royal letter’. The payment of vice-consuls was also decided locally. 

The highest rank of consular representation was general consul. Like that of
a with consul, the general consul’s status was confirmed and defined in an
official appointment and confirmed by a royal letter, these documents delineat-

29 Nilzén 1987, pp. 38–49. 
30 Proposal of BoT dated 21 July 1789, Almqvist 1912–13, p. 140.
31 Dated 31 January 1793, Almqvist 1912–13, p. 140.
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ing the general consul’s rights and duties. The major difference between consul
and general consul lay in the extent of territory. The district of a general consul
comprised a whole state, and a general consul often lived in the capital, whereas
the district of a consul was much smaller, usually comprising a specific port
town and its hinterland.

It has been pointed out above, in the description of the origins of the Swed-
ish consular service in the seventeenth century, how different functions and
titles were mixed. In the seventeenth century, there was no clear distinction
between consuls, merchant agents and envoys. In Sweden, the term ‘consul’
was in use from the second part of the seventeenth century onwards—for ex-
ample, in Lisbon (1669), and Amsterdam (1688).32 However, it is clear that the
term was broadly used by other nations, even in the Baltic area.33 In Sweden,
more general use of the term, and a clear distinction between consular and
other forms of representation, is first apparent after 1720. From 1801 the title
of ‘merchant agent’ (handelsagent) replaced that of ‘consul’. The Swedish au-
thorities did not wish to arouse the ire of the great French consul. Yet in 1815,
when Napoleon’s power was no more, all Swedish ‘merchant agents’ were once
again designated ‘consuls’.34

4.4 Reporting and other duties
Looking at consular duties from the state perspective, the process of reporting
to the Board of Trade was one of the most important functions. These reports
could concern many different subjects, depending very much on the consul’s
personality and interests. However, the most important subject was the descrip-
tion of the conditions of trade and shipping in a consul’s district.35 

Consuls provided information about price developments vis-à-vis the key
local commodities, and those commodities important for Sweden. They could
also inform the Board of important events, and of new regulations (e.g. new
duties) that impacted on the market situation. It was quite usual to enclose
price currents, cuttings from local newspapers, or cargo lists with a consular
report. From the Swedish point of view, each specific market had some interest-
ing commodities to purchase, or some interesting opportunities for sales. Such
topics were the focus of the reports. Hence, the Lisbon reports dealt over-
whelmingly with salt: salt prices, conditions of salt production, duties, weather
conditions—all the factors affecting salt supplies and prices. However, in the

32 Almqvist 1912–13, p. 30. 
33 See appointment of Patrick Leyel ‘in the Consuls office’ for all British subjects in Denmark, 4
March 1686, DRA (Danish Rigsarkivet) TKUA, England, AII Akter og dokumenter fra forhand-
linger med den engelske konsul I Helsingo[e]r Patrick Leyel. I thank Steve Murdoch for the reference
of the use of ‘consul’ in this way. 
34 Almqvist 1912–13, p. 141.
35 On the employment of consular reports in general see Barker 1981. On the quality and
employment of Swedish consular reports, see Högberg 1964 pp. 25–26 and Högberg 1981.
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same Lisbon reports we will even find information on incoming Brazilian fleets
and their cargoes. 

On the other hand, reports from Cadiz or Marseilles paid the bulk of their
attention to the market for Swedish staple commodities: iron, sawn timber, tar
and pitch. At the same time, however, they were also concerned with market
conditions for grain, and the consequences of market changes for Swedish

2. Livorno Price Current (in Swedish), August 11, 1777 (Peter Vilhelm Törngren’s reports, Li-
vorno, BoT SNA)
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tramp shipping in the area. Reports from the Barbary states were mainly con-
cerned with the political situation.36 

Due to the importance of the political situation for commerce and shipping,
consuls paid a good deal of attention to the diplomatic relations between the
great powers, particularly when the outcome could affect freight rates, insur-
ance premiums and (eventually) the demand for Swedish shipping. For neutral
Sweden, warfare always meant a potential increase in business. Therefore much
space in the reports was allotted to rumours about possible conflicts.

Another aspect of reporting specifically concerned the data on Swedish ship-
ping and trade. Consuls were obliged to report on every Swedish ship entering
and leaving their district. They reported on cargoes, conditions of cargo sales
and suitable return cargoes. They informed the Board of conditions of shipping
(freight rates and insurance premiums) and advised Swedish shipowners as to
when and where shipping was profitable. The reports show that the consuls had
a very good overview of the movements of Swedish ships, not only in their own
districts but in the whole Mediterranean area. Occasionally, reports included
annual accounts or shipping lists. 

Cases of the capture of Swedish ships were a very frequent topic within
consular reports. It was the consul’s duty to defend the interests of Swedish
subjects in court when a ship was declared a prize. Consuls sent warnings to
Stockholm as to when and where privateers and corsairs could be expected. 

Another important aspect of reporting concerned the health situation in the
consul’s district. Particularly by the late eighteenth century, consuls had begun
to give information about epidemics, quarantine periods and regulations, so
the Swedish merchants could decide if the voyage to the district was secure or
not. All this was highly important business news for shipowners and merchants
in distant Sweden. 

Evidently, the scope of reporting was very varied, and so was the quality.
Some consuls wrote frequent and lengthy letters, some others just a few short
letters annually. Some consuls paid attention only to commercial information,
others focused on political events. Some consuls preferred to write in an ab-
stract general manner, some others restricted their reporting to practicalities.
One could find consuls sending lengthy, high-flown proposals for increasing
Swedish trade and shipping in a district; others only detailed necessities. Con-
suls were obliged to keep records of the Swedish shipping and trade in the
district, and to report on them. Therefore some reports include quantitative
data on Sweden’s shipping, trade, and even seamen. Other reports do not pay
any attention to such issues. Such a widely differing quality in the reports
makes it difficult to carry out any systematic analysis based on these data (see
chapter 5). At the same time, the reports do provide a good picture of the
consuls’ daily activities. The concluding part of this chapter will give a narrative
account of these daily activities in key Swedish consulates in the Mediterra-

36 Respective reports from Lisbon, Livorno, Marseilles, Tunis, Tripoli and Algiers. BoT SNA. 
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nean, but first we should say something more about the other duties comprised
in the consular service.

The consuls’ notary duties are an obvious element here. Consuls had the
right to issue passports and documents testifying to the Swedish nationality of
ships and people. However, they had also to take care of the documents of lost
and sold ships. As regards the aforementioned Algerian passports, there are
many examples of situations in which a ship was either lost or sold in the
Mediterranean. The local Swedish consul had to collect the ship’s documents
and send them back to the Board of Trade. This was very important in order to
avoid abuse of the Swedish flag. For example, in his letter of 23 May 1753, the
Cadiz consul Jacob Martin Bellman informed the Board of Trade of a number
of passports from ships which had been lost or sold in his district in recent
months. Of the five ships mentioned, two were lost at sea (Enigheten and Änge-
len), two were sold (Printz Gustav and Freden) and one was captured by priva-
teers and brought to Ceuta (Westerviks Vapen).37 

A duty we have mentioned was that of helping Swedish subjects in local
courts. The most frequent cases concerned the capture of Swedish ships. Here,
consuls represented shipowner’s interests, and tried to prevent a ship or cargo
being declared a prize. And if this did occur, the consul could even try to
purchase the prize back. The capture of Swedish ships seems to have been
among the most common incidents regarding which consuls had to deal with
local authorities. We will return to some of these cases in the detailed account
of the consulates in Lisbon and Cadiz. 

Helping his nation’s subjects was always among a consul’s primary duties.
For present-day consuls, this might mean helping lost tourists; in the eight-
eenth century it almost exclusively meant providing assistance to captured or
otherwise stranded seamen. Consuls helped those seamen who got into diffi-
culties as the crew of putative prize ships, or as captives in North Africa. A
typical consequence of privateer activity was the local appearance of released
and unemployed Swedish crews. Consuls had to cover the costs of local author-
ities in keeping the released seamen in quarantine, jail or hospital. For instance,
in 1805, the Swedish consul in Livorno, Joachim Grabien, was involved in
freeing Swedish seamen taken by French privateers. Because of the local health
regulations, the Swedes were kept in quarantine, and the consul was charged
for their sojourn there. Grabien mentioned in his reports that the released
seamen frequently took work on foreign ships, when their own ship was de-
clared a prize. Consuls usually strove to find some employment for seamen on
returning Swedish ships, but it was not always possible. By 1800, American
ships had become a favoured option because of their much higher wages.38

37 Jacob M Bellman to BoT, 23 May 1753 Cadiz, see also Bellman to BoT, 17 June 1745 Cadiz,
concerning the documents of Swedish ship Carolus, Consular Reports, Cadiz 1719–1802, E VI
aa 67, BoT SNA.
38 Grabien to BoT, Letters 16 December 1805, 31 January 1806, 4 April 1806, 31 January 1806.
Livorno, Consular Reports, Livorno 1725–1822 EVI aa 229, BoT SNA.
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The cases of Swedish seamen captured by the Barbary corsairs were of course
much more moving. Even here, consuls did their best to help the Swedish
subjects in captivity. The following example illustrates how such help might be
provided. It concerns a group of Swedish captives in Tangier in 1740. In Octo-
ber 1739, the Lisbon consul Arvid Arfwedson received a letter from Tangier,
written by five Swedish seamen who had been captured by Morocco corsairs
while on their way from Cadiz to Sweden. The consul reported the case to the
Board of Trade and the shipowner, and he also sent money to the captives from
his consulate’s charity fund, as well as taking the first steps to get them released.
However, it was to be another three years before the men were allowed to leave.
In April 1742, two of them—the others probably died in Morocco—arrived in
Gibraltar on board an English ship. They received food, clothes and travel
money from the Lisbon consul for the journey to Setubal, whence they could
catch a Swedish ship bound for home.39

Nevertheless, consuls could also represent absent shipowners at court
against their escaped crew members, or again, they might intercede in conflicts
between Swedish seamen and the local authorities. In April 1774, the Cadiz
consul Hans Jacob Gahn reported on the subject of two Swedish seamen who
had found their way into the jail in Cadiz. One of them, the crew member on
a Swedish East India ship, seemed to be suspected of smuggling, some goods
into Cadiz. Fortunately, the matter appeared to be a mistake, and the man was
freed with the consul’s help. Another Swedish seaman apparently tried to
smuggle tobacco into Cadiz. In this case, the man sat in jail for a longer pe-
riod, not daring to ask the consul Gahn for help. It is not clear how the affair
ended.40 

Consuls were supposed to provide a solution in critical situations concerning
Swedish interests—for example, when a Swedish shipmaster died or became
incapable of commanding his ship. Thus, in January 1729, the Lisbon consul
Bachmanson Nordencrantz had to decide what to do with the ship Concordia
and its crew, when the vessel’s master suddenly died. Apparently in this situa-
tion his consular instruction was of no help to him. On his own initiative,
Bachmanson Nordencrantz organised a meeting of all the Swedish shipmasters
who were then in Lisbon, and asked them if they could recommend that Con-
cordia’s mate take over the ship’s command.41

Consuls were also supposed to keep records of all Swedes living in their
districts, and they regularly informed the Board of Trade of the number of
Swedish subjects there. Hence the Cadiz consul Gahn’s reports from the 1770s
and 1780s included detailed information on all Swedish subjects living in his

39 Arfwedson to BoT, 6 October 1739, 9 February 1740, 10 April 1742, Lisbon, Consular
Reports, Lisbon 1731–1778, E VI aa 224, BoT SNA.
40Hans Jacob Gahn to BoT, 15 April 1774, Cadiz, Consular Reports, Cadiz 1719–1802, E VI aa
67, BoT SNA.
41 Bachmanson Nordencrantz to BoT, 26 January 1729, Lisbon, Consular Reports, Lisbon
1694–1697, 1709–1730, E VI aa 223, BoT SNA.
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district.42 Consuls even had to take care of the estates of deceased Swedes—
those who had died in their district, or (much more commonly) on board.
Typically, a majority of the tasks concerned shipping and seamen in one form
or another.

One of the specific conditions of consular service in southern Europe was the
right to observe the Swedish Church’s services in the consul’s home. We must
remember that the Barbary states were Muslim, and the Christian coast of the
Mediterranean and Iberian Peninsula was Catholic. The right to observe the
Swedish service was usually included in the peace and trade treaties regulating
the relationships between the local power and the Swedish consulate. For exam-
ple, the treaty with Algiers of 1729 clearly stipulated the right of the Swedish
consul to have a Swedish priest and to observe services at the consul’s house. It
was permissible for all Swedish subjects in Algiers to participate in these serv-
ices—including captive Swedish seamen.43

On the other hand, the religious freedom guaranteed by treaty could be
violated, as Joachim de Besche, the Swedish consul in Lisbon, discovered. In
1717, the Portuguese Inquisition accused him of providing a public Protestant
service in which all nations could participate. The Inquisition approached the
Portuguese king and asked him to intervene. De Besche was called to court to
explain himself, and in the end he was forced to send his priest, Andre Silvius,
home to Sweden.44

Apparently, then, consuls had many duties. Reporting and the duties con-
nected with the aforementioned everyday concerns reflected their role as the
nation’s representatives. But, of course, consuls were also businessmen, even if
these two functions often came into conflict. Business activities provided the
means of earning one’s living, and so were a precondition of consular service. In
the next section we will look more closely at consuls’ function as commission
agents and merchants.

4.5 Consuls as commission agents
The basis of a Swedish consul’s personal economy was usually provided by
commissions from Swedish merchant houses. Evidently this was such a well-
established practice that the Board of Trade presupposed it. Many letters of
appointment include an article forbidding the consul to take a consulade fee
from a ship consigned to him.45 Of course, this practice increased the costs for
merchants who did not consign their cargo to a consul; they had to pay both a

42 Hans Jacob Gahn to BoT, 8 January 1779 Cadiz, Consular Reports, Cadiz 1719–1802, E VI
aa 67, BoT SNA.
43 Article 17 of the treaty, Sveriges traktater med främmande magter. 1723–1771, 1922, pp. 99–
106.
44 Joachim de Besche to BoT, 16 January 1717 Lisbon, Consular Reports, Lisbon 1694–1697,
1709–1730, E VI aa 223, BoT SNA.
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commission to their local commission agent and a consulade fee to the consul.
To avoid such double costs, merchants and shipowners were obliged to consign
their cargoes to a consul, without regard to his qualities as a businessman. 

The policy may also be seen as a typical mercantilist means of controlling
trade. It had been argued—by the Board of Trade and by consuls—that it was
better to monopolise sales of Swedish staple commodities in one strong na-
tional house at a port (district, country) rather than to divide them among
many weak commission agents, who might in addition often be foreigners.
One strong national house could guarantee that commodities could be sold for
the best prices and at the right moment. As early as 1712, the Lisbon consul de
Besche criticised the fact that Swedish iron reached Portugal from many differ-
ent places (the Dutch Republic, England, Hamburg) and was imported by
many merchants. If the iron was retailed through one house, he argued, the
price would be much better.46 In 1740, George Logie argued in a letter from
Livorno that Swedish iron could receive a much better price if sold through one
Swedish firm.47 Another Lisbon consul, Anders Bachmanson Nordencrantz,
also expounded—in the context of his schemes for the development of the
Swedish-Portuguese exchange—on the virtues of having one strong Swedish
merchant house. Bachmanson Nordencrantz mentioned the English organiza-
tion of trade as a model.48

Of course, the regulations concerning consulade fees strengthened the posi-
tion of the consul as commission agent. This is not to say that merchants were
happy about it. They saw these regulations as a violation of their right to
choose whichever agent they wanted. The problem was not an issue if the
appointed consul already worked as a commission agent in the locale—not an
unsual situation—and if the merchant representatives in Stockholm supported
the appointment. However, this became a serious problem when the consul
appointed lacked experience and the support of the Swedish merchants. He
then received few commissions and was more dependendent on fees, which
annoyed both merchants and shipowners. Their annoyance swelled when the
consul argued for higher consulade fees. 

Commissions became such a troubled issue for the consul Arendt Dreyer.

45 For example, Anders Bachmanson Nordencrantz mentions in his letter of 28 December 1728
that he has right to get consulade fee only from ships which are not consigned to him, according
to instruction issued for Jean Bedoire, appointed consul at Lisbon, no consulade fee should be
paid for cargoes consigned to consul’s office. Jean Bedoire to BoT, 18 April 1758 Lisbon. Consu-
lar Reports, Lisbon 1731–1778, E VI aa 224, BoT SNA. Instruction for ‘merchant agent’ (con-
sul) in Cadiz, of November 1803, mentions that only ships which are not consigned to consul
will pay consulade fee, as it has been usual under former consul Gahn. Circular of consul Scher-
man, dated Hamburg, 8 November 1803, Consular Reports Cadiz 1803–1810, E VI aa 68, BoT
SNA.
46 De Besche to BoT, 16 January 1717, Lisbon, Consular Reports , Lisbon 1694–1697, 1709–
1730, E VI aa 223, BoT SNA.
47 Logie to BoT, 10 October 1740/ 27 October 1740 Livorno, Consular Reports, Livorno 1725–
1822, EVI aa 229, BoT SNA.
48 Bachmanson Nordencrantz to BoT, 25 February 1730, Stockholm, Berättelse om Sveriges rikes
handel med Portugal, Consular Reports, Lisbon 1731–1778, E VI aa 224, BoT SNA.
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Dreyer, consul in Cadiz in 1767–73, was apparently appointed in spite of his
weak connection with the Swedish trade in Cadiz. From 1772, he engaged in a
bitter struggle over commissions with his own vice-consul, Anders Hagström.
Dreyer accused Hagström of taking the most profitable commissions whereas
he, the consul, got only the scraps. Of course, in his accusations Dreyer did not
mention the fact that Hagström was an experienced and successful merchant
who had lived in Cadiz for many years. In fact, Hagström’s experience of local
business and knowledge of Spanish were the main reasons why Dreyer had
employed him as vice-consul. In his reports to the Board of Trade, Dreyer
revealed that Hagström also worked as vice-consul for the French. These
French commissions seemed to be the key problem in the quarrel. But the
cause of Dreyer’s problems was not lack of French commissions. He appeared
simply to be a bad businessman, as his losses even of Swedish commissions
testified.49 

The Lisbon consul Bachmanson Nordencrantz got into difficulties with the
Stockholm merchants because of similar problems. His case will be analysed in
depth in the section on the Lisbon consulate (section 4.6.1). Nevertheless, the
cases of Dreyer and Bachmanson Nordencrantz appear to be exceptional. The
majority of consuls seem to have been quite successful as commission agents of
Swedish firms. Part of the explanation is of course that many of them belonged
to established merchant families, as noted above. 

An indirect testament to the commission trade’s importance for consuls is
provided by merchant accounts in Sweden. The Finnish historian Jari Ojala has
analysed the ledgers of Abraham Falander, a large Swedish-Finnish merchant
and shipowner. Falander’s accounts show that in the period 1785–1815, about
one-third of his transactions abroad were made via the commission of consuls.
Consuls also accounted for about one-quarter of all the correspondents with
whom Falander was in contact. In 1790, about a half of Falander’s foreign
trade’s value was made through consuls’ commissions. Yet data for the year
1790 is partly misleading, due to the dominant role of one single partner, the
Amsterdam consul Conrad Adrian Hasselgren. Analyses of the correspondence
of other Swedish-Finnish merchants (Matts Johanson Sovelius in Finland, and
the Stockholm-based Carlos and Claes Grill) also prove the important role of
consuls as correspondents and commission agents.50

The examples above are drawn from merchant correspondence and account
books. It is difficult to get this kind of evidence from consular reports, simply
because the aim of these reports was the provision of information for the Board
of Trade—not reportage on the consul’s private business. However, a few con-

49 Dreyer to BoT, 1 December 1772, Cadiz, concerning Anders Hagströms’ dispute with Dreyer,
Cadiz 1719–1802, E VI aa 67, BoT SNA.
Anders Hagström to BoT, 14 July 1772 Cadiz, dispute with Dreyer, Hans Jacob Gahn to BT, 20
April 1773 Cadiz, Consular Reports, Cadiz 1719–1802, E VI aa 67, BoT SNA, Almqvist 1912–
13, p. 425.
50 Müller and Ojala 2002, pp. 37–39; see also, Ojala 1997b, p 336–337.
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sular reports mention to whom the Swedish cargoes were consigned and these
confirm the major role of the consul as a commission agent. The reports of the
aforementioned vice-consul Anders Hagström are such an exception. His re-
ports clearly show that he dominated Swedish trade in Cadiz in 1777 and
1778. (In 1778 and 1779 the appointed consul Gahn was visiting Sweden.)
But the situation changed when Gahn returned. Gahn’s reports of 1785 and
1795 show that the consul and his vice-consul controlled a major share of
Swedish cargo consignments in Cadiz. It seems that the longer Gahn worked as
Swedish consul in Cadiz, the stronger was his grip on Swedish trade in this
important city.51 

The Lisbon consul Arvid Arfwedson also seemed to keep control of consign-
ments of Swedish cargoes. In 1741, 66 Swedish ships were consigned to him,
and only 19 to other firms. In 1742, 52 Swedish ships were consigned to the
consul, while only 12 were consigned to other firms.52 The Swedish consuls in
Marseilles enjoyed a similar position. In the course of the eighteenth century,
the firm Butini and Fölsch controlled a major part of Swedish trade in iron in
this key Mediterranean port. Members of the Butini and Fölsch families
worked as Swedish consuls for nearly 150 years, from 1735 to 1881.53 Due to
the ambiguity of the consuls’ situation, as both state officials and businessmen,
it is difficult to state whether they became consuls because of their business
experience, or whether they became successful businessmen because of the con-
sular post itself. Cases of failure, such as Dreyer’s and Bachmanson Norden-
crantz’s, prove that the first option was rather possible. 

51 See the source in table 4.1, On Gahn’s firm see also Gonzalez 2000.
52 Notes on the charity money received in 1741 and 1742 from Lisbon, Setubal and Oporto,
Arvid Arfwedson to BoT, Lisbon, Consular Reports, Lisbon 1731–1778, E VI aa 224, BoT
SNA.
53 Almqvist 1912–13, p. 384; Hildebrand 1957, pp. 141–142.

Table 4.1: Ship cargoes consigned to Hagström and Gahn, Cadiz, 1777–95

Year
Total number 
of ships Hagström Gahn

1777 31 21
1778 41 35
1785 83 18 56
1795 45 7 36

Source: Shipping lists for Cadiz 1777, dated 6 January 1778; and for 1778, dated 8 January 
1779; and for 1785 (probably dated 27 January 1786); and for 1795, dated 15 January 1796. 
Consular Reports, Cadiz 1719–1802, E VI aa 67, BoT SNA
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4.6 Swedish consulates in Lisbon, Cadiz, Marseilles, 
Livorno, and North Africa
The concluding part of this chapter focuses on the Swedish consulates in lead-
ing southern-European ports: Lisbon, Cadiz, Marseilles and Livorno, and on
the consulates in North Africa. The four former consulates represented Swe-
den’s major markets in the area. However, the purpose of this section is not to
provide a comprehensive analysis of Swedish trade and shipping in the key
markets; this will be a topic of chapter 5. Instead, the consulates and their
consuls will be presented in a narrative fashion, extensively employing the con-
sular reports preserved in the archives of the Swedish Board of Trade. Conse-
quently, the following accounts of the specific consulates should primarily be
seen as examples of how consuls carried out their daily duties, and of what
issues they considered as significant for Sweden, and so worthy of reporting to
Stockholm. Much attention will be paid to issues of shipping, and especially
neutrality shipping.

As stated, the following narratives are primarily based on the consular re-
ports. One advantage of this source is that it provides a rich, detailed descrip-
tion of daily consular pursuits. A disadvantage is that the picture is sometimes
too detailed, and conversely, sometimes very superficial. It depends, of course,
on the widely varying quality of the reports. The eighteenth-century reports
very much mirror the consul’s own interests and ideas. This affects the final
picture, and explains why, in the narrative, some consuls and some activities are
covered in much more detail than others. The consular reports are comple-
mented by some other primary sources (e.g. Angerstein’s reports), and by liter-
ature. 

4.6.1 Lisbon
As noted above, Lisbon had the privilege of obtaining the first Swedish consul
in southern Europe.54 This depended partly on Portugal’s importance as a salt
supplier. Nevertheless, even the early establishment of diplomatic relations be-
tween Portugal and Sweden was of moment. The consul in Lisbon was also the
only Swedish diplomatic representative in Portugal, which meant that he
played a role in high-level diplomacy.55

The first consul whose reports have been preserved in the Board of Trade’s
collection was Nils Simons (Nicolas Simon), officially the consul between 1669
and 1704. His preserved reports from the 1690s bear witness to the vital Swed-
ish traffic in Lisbon and Setubal.56 

Joachim de Besche was Sweden’s Lisbon consul over the course of the Great

54 Almqvist 1912–13, p. 28.
55 Jägerskiöld 1957, p. 28.
56 Nicolas Simon to BoT, Lisbon, Consular Reports, Lisbon 1694–1697, 1709–1730, E VI aa
223, BoT SNA.
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Northern War. His reports provide us with a very detailed picture of the salt
market and salt production in Portugal, as well as of the political game behind
the decisions regarding annual prices. These issues were regularly addressed in
de Besche’s reports. In particular, great attention is paid to salt prices. Usually,
de Besche notes salt prices in Setubal and in Lisbon, the latter being much
higher. He also makes a distinction between prices paid within the city and the
so-called free-on-board prices, including all duties.57 

Another frequently mentioned topic is the weather and its impact on salt
production. In September 1712, rain damaged salt production so much that
the supplies were not sufficient for more than 130 ship cargoes. The reports
testify to the fact that salt was without doubt the most important Portuguese
commodity for the Swedes.

But there were also other recurring issues. From the beginning of his period
in Lisbon, de Besche paid much attention to the activities of Barbary corsairs.
After the tragic incident with the ship Stora Jernvågen, described above, there
was a strong sense of danger. In a letter of 1710, de Besche describes a problem
with a crew which refused to sail out of Lisbon because of the corsair threat, so
that the shipmaster was forced to acquire the salt cargo in the city, which was
extremely expensive. The feeling of insecurity was strengthened by the shortage
of news from Scandinavia. A Swedish captain might well be afraid not only of
Barbary corsairs, but also of Danish privateers. The solution in this specific
situation was to sail to England and wait there for more information.58 The
danger of being captured increased in 1712, when the Dutch signed another
treaty with Algiers. Usually, the Swedish ships followed the Dutch convoys.
After the conclusion of the Dutch-Algiers treaty, the consul reported, the
French, English and Dutch sailed in safety, whereas Swedish, Danish and Ham-
burg ships were open to capture.59

De Besche stressed in his letters that Swedish ships employed in the salt trade
were only flutes, with limited defensibility. Yet he was aware of the difficulty of
organizing the convoy service—as long as the country was at war and Charles
XII abroad. De Besche instead proposed arming some bigger ships to serve as
defensive vessels for other Swedes.60 In the late 1710s, it appears that the safety
of Swedish shipping improved; at least de Besche did not report on the issue so
often.

One of the frequently mentioned topics in De Besche’s reports was Portugal’s
trade with Brazil. Thus, the consul wrote about the probable arrival dates of the

57 The prices fluctuated from 4,150 rees per moy in 1711 to 2,100 in 1720. De Besche to BoT,
17 October 1711 and 19 March 1720, 1 rees is accounting money in Portugal. According to
Angerstein 1 rees=90 d.c.m. (Angerstein 1996b, p. 88). 1 moy=2.2 Swedish barrel (tunna).
58De Besche to BoT, 16 April 1710, Lisbon, Consular Reports, Lisbon 1694–1697, 1709–1730,
E VI aa 223, BoT SNA.
59 De Besche to BoT, 12 September 1712, Lisbon, Consular Reports, Lisbon 1694–1697, 1709–
1730, E VI aa 223, BoT SNA
60 De Besche to BoT, 3 August 1709, Lisbon Consular Reports, Lisbon 1694–1697, 1709–1730,
E VI aa 223, BoT SNA.
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so-called Brazilian fleets, and he wrote in detail about the number of ships in
each fleet, quantities and values of cargoes and the like. For example, in Octo-
ber 1712, he reported on the return of the Brazilian fleet consisting of 84 ships,
carrying large quantitites of sugar, tobacco, leather and gold.61 It is difficult to
see how the arriving Brazilian cargoes were of major significance for Sweden’s
trade with Portugal.

At the same time, de Besche appeared to pay relatively scant attention to the
trade in Swedish staple commodities. Before 1715, there were rather few refer-
ences to the iron trade. Concerning this trade, he reported on prices and de-
mand. The consul also analysed the trade, and made proposals for improve-
ment. According to him, the major problem was the fact that iron and other
Swedish staple commodities were carried to Portugal on ships of so many dif-
ferent nations (the British, Dutch, Hamburg). The situation would improve if
the Swedes managed to concentrate trade in Swedish staple commodities in
their own hands.62

Whereas the next Lisbon consul, Carl Henrik Harmens (1721–27), left very

61 De Besche to BoT, 12 September 1712, 18 October 1712, Lisbon, Consular Reports, Lisbon
1694–1697, 1709–1730, E VI aa 223, BoT SNA.
62 De Besche to BoT, 16 January 1717, 4 January 1718, 19 March 1720, Lisbon, Consular
Reports, Lisbon 1694–1697, 1709–1730, E VI aa 223, BoT SNA.

3. Lisbon and Setubal (Reinhold Angerstein’s report, BoT SNA)
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few reports, and these mainly relating to his consulade fees, the third consul,
Anders Bachmanson Nordencrantz, forwarded a huge flow of papers to the
Board of Trade. This is not surprising. Anders Bachmanson Nordencrantz was
one of the most productive—as regards volume—Swedish writers of the eight-
teenth century. After his years as the Lisbon consul he became one of Sweden’s
most influential, if also most controversial, economic thinkers and politicians.
Bachmanson Nordencrantz is a very interesting even if rather untypical consul.
Therefore we will pay his Lisbon years more detailed attention.

Bachmanson Nordencrantz began his career as a merchant and ship agent in

4. Anders Bachmanson Nordencrantz, consul in Lisbon (1727–1738) (UUL)
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London, in the years 1722–24. After his return home, he published an influen-
tial work on Sweden’s economy, Arcana oeconomiae et commercii. He began also
his political career as a burger representative of a small port-town, Sundsvall, in
the 1726–27 riksdag session; and on the recommendation of this riksdag, he
was appointed consul in Lisbon.63 It is obvious that his appointment was based
on his political credentials, and its political character is even more evident,
when one knows that another applicant was Arvid Arfwedson, an experienced
Swedish merchant in Lisbon. 

The new consul was certainly an interesting economist and an active politi-
cian, but he was not a good businessman. He lacked the practical expertise of
trade in southern Europe and, in addition, he lacked contacts with the Swedish
firms engaged in this trade. He was also short of necessary capital. Apparently,
he was appointed consul against the competition of a representative of one of
the leading Stockholm mercantile families. This was not good grounds for a
successful business career at Lisbon. Therefore, much of his reporting to the
Board of Trade concerned three issues: proposals on how to re-organise Sweden’s
trade with Portugal; applications to increase the consulade fees, because he
could not manage to live on the existing ones; and complaints about shipmas-
ters and merchants who refused to pay or otherwise avoided his consulade fees. 

His proposals were directed against the traditional manner of doing business
in Lisbon, dominated by other Swedish firms and foreigners. Bachmanson
Nordencrantz argued in his schemes for the reorganization of Swedish-Portu-
guese trade in terms of the necessity of monopolising the trade in one national
house. The only way to improve the profitability of trade—he claimed—was to
concentrate it in one pair of hands. It is an irony of history that, in the 1760s,
the same man became the bitterest enemy of trade monopolies.

Bachmanson Nordencrantz made extensive calculations as to how much
Sweden was losing through the current trade system, and how much the coun-
try would benefit from his reorganization. It is very difficult to evaluate the
consul’s figures (see table 4.2)—due to his own interest in the issue—yet they
provide us with some kind of general picture. According to the consul’s figures
for trade between October 1728 and 1729, Sweden exported about 12,100
ship pounds of bar-iron to Lisbon. Considering the total Swedish exports of
bar iron, over 250,000 ship pounds in these years,64 the Lisbon market made
up about 5 per cent of the total; a quite impressive share.. Not surprisingly, iron
was the dominant Swedish commodity. In value, iron, including bar-iron, steel,
cannon balls and nails, made up 87 per cent of Swedish imports to Portugal.
Another typical Swedish staple commodity was sawn timber, which made up
almost 13 per cent of the export value. Surprisingly, 246 barrels of tar were
listed at only 0.34 per cent of the total import value.

Swedish imports consisted of over 150,000 moy of salt, equal to 68,000
Swedish barrels. According to the accounts provided in Portuguese currency,

63 Nilzén 1987; Magnusson 1989, pp. 11 ff.
64 Hildebrand 1957, p. 92.
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the salt made up about 70 per cent of the import value. Moreover, wine com-
prised an important import item, at about 15 per cent. The remaining share
consisted of fruits, sugar, olive oil and other commodities. In terms of cargo
space, of course the dominance of salt was almost total. A striking feature of the
Bachmanson Nordencrantz account of the Swedish-Portuguese trade is the
huge discrepancy between export and import values. The discrepancy reflects
Portugal’s capacity to pay in cash.65

This trade between Sweden and Portugal was carried on 25 ships that made
27 voyages in total. Ten of these ships even sailed for freight, four from Sweden
to Holland, three from Sweden to London, one from Riga to London, and two
from Porto to Hamburg. According to Bachmanson Nordencrantz, the ships
sailing for freight earned an additional 60,000 d.c.m.66

There is also the next year’s account (October 1729–October 1730) sent by
the consul to the Board of Trade, which provides quite a similar account of the
exchange.67 One significant difference was the much lower level of iron exports
(7,890 ship pounds). Even in 1730, one-third of Swedish ships entering Lisbon
were engaged in tramp shipping. The consul also made some calculations to

65 Högberg 1964, pp. 21–22.
66 Sweden’s trade with Portugal (from 8 October 1728 to 8 October 1729), Bachmanson
Nordencrantz to BoT, Lisbon, Consular Reports, Lisbon 1731–1778, E VI aa 224, BoT SNA.
67 Sweden’s trade with Portugal (8 Oct. 1729 to 8 Okt 1730). Bachmanson Nordencrantz to
BoT, Lisbon, Consular Reports, Lisbon 1731–1778, E VI aa 224, BoT SNA.

Table 4.2: The Swedish-Portuguese trade (October 1728–October 1729)

Exports in d.c.m. Per cent

12,100 ship pounds of iron 641,300 79.90
540 ship pounds of steel   45,900   5.72
30 ship pounds of nails     2,400   0.23
5,250 pieces of cannon balls     3,500   0.44
246 barrels of tar     2,706   0.34
4,602 dozen double-deals   50,622   6.30
8,275 dozen deals from Gothenburg   49,653   6.19
Masts, spires, deals     6,500   0.81
Total exports 802,581 99.93

Imports in d.c.m. Per cent

151,158 moy of salt   20,608   69.43
286 ox-heads of wine     4,290   14.45
1,055 boxes of fruit     1,582     5.33
sugar, olive oil, sweets     3,200   10.78
total imports   29,680 100.00

Source: Räkning över Sveriges handel på Portugall (from 8 Oct 1728 to 8 Oct 1729), Bachmanson 
to BoT, Consular Reports, Lisbon 1731–1778, E VI aa 224, BoT SNA. 
Notes: 1 barrel salt =2.2 moy
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provide the Board with a picture of the profitability of the Swedish business in
Portugal. It is, however, difficult to grasp his reasoning, with the exception of
the conclusion—that trade should be concentrated in Swedish hands, and
more exactly, in those of the consul. 

As mentioned above, one of Bachmanson Nordencrantz’s problems, and also
the major issue in his reports, was consulade fees. He complained that the fees
were not sufficient to provide the means for a proper standard of living for
Sweden’s national consul. He complained that he could not afford a proper
house in the centre of town. Another typical topic of his complaints was sea-
men’s attempts to avoid payments of fees. A usual practice seemed to be that a
Swedish ship used the Swedish flag when sailing in open waters; but before it
reached Lisbon the captain changed flag to avoid consular fees.68 For example,
in October 1730, Bachmanson Nordencrantz complained about the ship Dili-
gence, anchored in Lisbon under the English flag. According to the consul, the
captain Samuel Volsey admitted that the ship sailed for Lisbon under the Swed-
ish flag but changed it in Lisbon.69 

Yet, it seems that the major difficulty with Stockholm merchants began with
rising salt prices in 1732. In this year the salt price was set at 4,000 rees per moy,
whereas normal salt prices fluctuated between 2,000 and 3,000 rees. According
to Bachmanson Nordencrantz, high Swedish demand was blamed for the high
price, and so he negotiated with the Portuguese authorities to push salt prices
down. And indeed, the next year salt prices declined to 3,300 rees.70 The consul
claimed that the lower price was a result of his successful negotiations with the
Portuguese, and he sent a bill for his negotiations to Stockholm, to the tune of
8,085 d.c.m. Yet the bill and the consul’s arguments met with an angry answer
from the Stockholm Merchant Association. The merchants sent a letter to the
Board of Trade in which they made it very clear that Bachmanson Norden-
crantz’s negotiations had had no impact on the salt price. Instead, the declining
salt price in Portugal was a consequence of the new strategy of the Swedish
merchants; instead of buying expensive salt in Portugal they went to more
distant salt markets within the Mediterranean. In addition, they harshly criti-
cised Bachmanson Nordencrantz’s proposal for repartition, the salt contract
with Portugal. The idea of this contract was to concentrate all Swedish salt
purchases within one large contract.71

In their next step, the Stockholm merchants accused Bachmanson Norden-
crantz of taking fees which exceeded the fixed ½ per cent of cargo value. The

68 Bachmanson Nordencrantz to BoT, 28 December 1728, Lisbon, Consular Reports, Lisbon
1694–1697, 1709–1730, E VI aa 223, BoT SNA.
69 Bachmanson Nordencrantz to BoT, 17 October 1730, Lisbon, Consular Reports, Lisbon
1731–1778, E VI aa 224, BoT SNA.
70 Bachmanson Nordencrantz to BoT, 9 March 1733. According to Stockholm merchants the
prices declined even more to 2,960 rees per moy, see the Merchant Assocation’s Report, 1 August
1734.
71 Stockholm Merchant Association to BoT, 1 August 1734 Stockholm, Lisbon, Consular Re-
ports, Lisbon 1731–1778, E VI aa 224, BoT SNA.
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fight over excessive fees had, in fact, already begun in 1729, yet it continued
until 1734. In 1734, the consul was allowed to leave Lisbon to resolve the
conflict, and he never returned. The lawsuit between the Stockholm mer-
chants and the Lisbon consul continued until 1736, when Bachmanson Nor-
dencrantz lost. Yet he appealed against the decision, and pressed on with the
case.72 

In 1738, Bachmanson Nordencrantz formally left his consular post in Lis-
bon. Arvid Arfwedson, his old rival and a member of the leading Stockholm
merchant family, was appointed as new consul. This appointment must inevi-
tably have disillusioned Bachmanson Nordencrantz greatly. Perhaps the roots
of his later political ideas, his political struggle against the Stockholm merchant
elite and the party of Hats that represented it, might be found in this period of
his life.

With Arfwedson, the consular business in Lisbon returned to more standard
conduct. There are no new proposals and schemes as to how to increase and
reorganise Sweden’s trade. Arfwedson’s reports showed clearly that in the late
1730s the shipping between Sweden and Portugal increased significantly, in
comparison with the years 1729 and 1730. For example, only in the period
between May and December 1738 did the number of Swedish ships entering
the Portuguese ports reach 74: 36 ships destined for Setubal, 26 for Lisbon, and
12 for Porto.73 

In parallel with de Besche and Bachmanson Nordencrantz, even Arfwed-
son showed an interest in the Brazil trade.74 But in his case, this interest
might reflect a family consideration. Arvid was a younger brother of Abra-
ham and Jacob Arfwedson, who managed a very active merchant house in
Stockholm. Among the brothers’ business projects—one as yet unrealised—
was the foundation of a Swedish West India Company. In 1745, the Ar-
fwedson brothers were granted the Swedish monopoly trade rights on ‘all Af-
rican and American ports […] on which the other nations have free trade or
which have no trade with European nations’.75 The project failed due to
Spanish protests. The family’s contact with the brother in Lisbon must at
least have helped to keep the Arfwedson’s firm in Stockholm well informed
about colonial trade. 

In contrast to his predecessors in Lisbon, Arfwedson paid much attention to
the international political situation. The reason was the War of the Austrian
Succession (1739–48), which involved both Britain and Spain and thus pro-
vided Swedish shipping with a profitable opportunity. In August 1739, Ar-

72 Nilzén 1987, pp. 44–45.
73 Arfwedson to BoT, 13 January 1738, Lisbon, Consular Reports, Lisbon 1731–1778, E VI aa
224, BoT SNA.
74 For example, in May 1739, he reported on the Brazilian fleet, consisting of two men-of-war
and ten merchantmen. The cargo of the fleet consisted of 5 ½ million crusados in gold and about
13 million crusados in colonial goods (sugar, boards, skins, jacaranda timber, etc.) Arfwedson to
BoT, 19 May 1739 Lisbon, Consular Reports, Lisbon 1731–1778, E VI aa 224, BoT SNA.
75 Simonsson 1920, pp. 158–161.
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fwedson was already mentioning the rumours about the upcoming conflict,
and in October he reported on the declaration of war with considerable satis-
faction: ‘As the war between Spain and England is now declared one hopes that
Swedish Navigation shall profit in it.’76 

Even if neutrality shipping gave rise to profitable opportunities, it certainly
also entailed serious risks. In 1740, Arfwedson reported on many captured
vessels. One of the more curious cases concerned the ship Hoppet, home at
Västervik on Sweden’s east coast. The vessel was travelling between Cadiz and
Spanish Tenerife, which proves that Swedish vessels were employed in the inter-
Spanish trade. The vessel was taken to Madeira (Portugal) by a British privateer,
where it was declared a prize. The captain, Nils Bauman, did not accept the
decision at Madeira’s prize court and he went to Gibraltar to appeal it. He was
successful, even managing to get his freight costs paid by the British authori-
ties.77 

Neither did the Spanish hesitate to capture Swedish ships. Just a week after
the case of Hoppet, Arfwedson wrote of another Swedish ship, Svenska vapnet,
which was captured on its way from Livorno to Lisbon, with a cargo consigned
to Arfwedson. The ship was taken to Genoa by two Spanish privateers and sold
there. Arfwedson accused the French in Livorno and Genoa of conspiracy.
According to him, the French had tried to bring the Swedish flag into dishon-
our to discourage other merchants from employing Swedish shipping. In this
specific case the Swedish crew members were forced to admit, under torture,
that they were sailing under an English passport, which was not true.78 Even if
the correspondence provides evidence of Swedish neutrality shipping, this ap-
pears to have been less active than in the second half of the century. The rather
limited employment of neutrality shipping in 1739–48 is also confirmed by the
issuing of Algerian passports (see figure 5.2 and table 5.7).

In 1752, the Swedish traveller Reinhold Angerstein visited Lisbon. His jour-
ney was financed by the Swedish Association of Ironmasters (Jernkontoret), and
he was supposed to collect information about iron industries and the iron trade
abroad.79 During his rather lengthy visit to Lisbon (from April to July), he was
a frequent guest at Arfwedson’s house and he met Arfwedson’s partners Reuter
and Hornsten. He obtained much detailed information about Lisbon’s and
Portugal’s economic life from the consul, yet he travelled around Lisbon’s envi-
rons on his own. For example, he made a trip to Setubal and its renowned
saltpans.80

Angerstein left a detailed description of trade conditions in Lisbon, and spe-

76 Rumors about the war in Arfwedson to BoT, 18 August 1739 and 6 October 1739 Lisbon,
Consular Reports, Lisbon 1731–1778, E VI aa 224, BoT SNA.
77 Arfwedson to BoT 7 June 1740, Lisbon, Consular Reports, Lisbon 1731–1778, E VI aa 224,
BoT SNA.
78 Arfwedson to BoT, 14 June 1740, Lisbon, Consular Reports, Lisbon 1731–1778, E VI aa 224,
BoT SNA.
79 On Reinhold Angerstein’s travels see Florén and Rydén 1996 and Florén and Rydén 2002.
80 Angerstein 1996a, pp. 89–131.
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cifically the Swedish-Portuguese exchange. He also made proposals on how to
develop Swedish commerce, which did not differ much from the schemes of
Anders Bachmanson Nordencrantz, put forward twenty years earlier. Yet An-
gerstein’s report also included an estimate of the Swedish-Portuguese turnover,
which it is interesting to compare with Bachmanson Nordencrantz’s figures for
1728 and 1729.

In comparison with Bachmanson’s figures, Angerstein’s estimate shows signi-
ficant changes. Firstly, there was a significant increase in the export value, from
0.8 million d.c.m. to 2.8 million d.c.m.. Even if part of the increase can be
explained by rising prices, there was evidently a significant boom in business
activities. The increase in trade was not primarily connected to the iron trade.
Angerstein estimated the volume of bar-iron exports at 15,000 ship pounds,
which was somewhat more than the 12,000 registered by Bachmanson
Nordencrantz: in value bar-iron exports doubled. Portugal’s demand for Swe-
dish bar-iron was already saturated. Angerstein estimated Portugal’s total bar-
iron imports at 15,000 to 18,000 ship pounds, of which some three-quarters
were already coming from Sweden. But, at least according to Angerstein, there
was still an opportunity to increase the export of Swedish steel. The steel mar-
ket in Portugal was dominated by steel from Corinthia. The Swedish steel
makers and merchants could increase their share on the Corinthian steel ac-
count.81 

The most important shift in trade occurred in the area of sawn timber ex-
ports, the value of which increased seven-fold, from roughly 100,000 d.c.m. in
1728–29 to almost 680,000 d.c.m. in 1752. Another important change con-
cerned the role of freights, which in 1752 were estimated at 200,000 d.c.m., or
about 7 per cent of Swedish exports. 

81 Angerstein 1996a, p. 98.

Table 4.3 Angerstein’s estimate (value) of the Swedish-Portuguese exchange, by
1752

Swedish exports in d.c.m. Per cent

Bar-iron 1,447,026   52.30
Steel       73,250     2.65
Nails, band-iron     166,500     6.02
Copper-sheets, brass, blind mint, metal wares     177,500     6.42
Tar       33,325     1.20
Boards     668,175   24.16
Estimated income of freights     200,000     7.23
Total Swedish exports 2,765,776 100.00

Total Swedish imports     500,000
Turnover  3,265,776

Source: Angerstein 1996 (1752), p. 142.
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It must be stressed that Angerstein’s calculations are based on estimates,
which if anything seem to be set too low. He mentioned in his report that,
according to word of mouth reports, the consular fees for the Swedish charity
fund at Portugal reached 10,000 d.c.m. in some years (0.2 per cent of all trade),
which more probably indicates a total turnover of 5 million d.c.m., instead of
the estimated 3 million d.c.m.(table 4.3.). 

As regards the organization of Swedish trade in Portugal, Angerstein’s view
did not differ from the other observers. He observed that trade was dispersed in
too many hands and he proposed to limit this by establishing a national Con-
toir directed from Stockholm—a proposal not substantially different from
Bachmanson Nordencrantz’s ideas. As mentioned above, Angerstein’s travels
were financed by the Swedish Association of Iron Masters, which explains why
an overwhelming portion of his attention is devoted to the iron trade and
production. Angerstein did not pay much attention to the conditions of ship-
ping.

Arfwedson carried out his consular duties until his death in 1756, four years
after Angerstein’s visit. Unfortunately, there are no Arfwedson reports from the
1750s, and consequently nothing about Lisbon’s earthquake of 1755, which
had such major consequences for European commerce.82 According to his suc-
cessor in the consulate, Jean Bedoire, Arfwedson lost many commissions at the
end of his life and his economic situation deteriorated. 

Jean Bedoire, like Arfwedson, belonged to an outstanding Stockholm mer-
chant family. Bedoire was officially appointed in February 1757 but his first
report was dated April 1758. It concerned, as usual, the pitiable economic
conditions of the Swedish Lisbon consulate.83 He complained about the gen-
eral high expenses of living in Portugal, especially the housing. The consul’s
income was absolutely insufficient for paying all the necessary costs for employ-
ees, for his house, for bribes to the Portuguese authorities and all other neces-
sary outlays. He complained, not surprisingly, about low consulade fees. 

In comparison with his forerunner, Bedoire left relatively few reports, and
there are large gaps in his reportage: 1759–69 and again 1769–75. Bedoire
appeared to spend much of his consular period in Sweden. From 1776, there
was a rising number of reports concerning the American War of Independence,
which provided the Swedes with profitable opportunities. For example, Bedoire
reported on an American privateer sailing along Portugal’s coast and taking
English ships. Another conflict, which also provided the Swedish shipowners
with a profitable opportunity, was the Dutch-Moroccan war the same year.84

Neither did the next Lisbon consul Adolf Ludwig Ström leave many reports.
He took over the consulate officially in November 1778, still in a period when

82 On Lisbon’s import of Swedish timber after 1755 see Högberg 1964, p. 23.
83 Jean Bedoire to BoT, 18 April 1758/31 May 1758, Lisbon, Consular Reports, Lisbon 1731–
1778, E VI aa 224, BoT SNA.
84 For example, Jean Bedoire to BoT, 10 September 1776, Lisbon, Consular Reports, Lisbon
1731–1778, E VI aa 224, BoT SNA.
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Swedish shipping was expanding, as, for example, reports from Cadiz show. Yet
we will not find much evidence of this in Ström’s reporting. In 1781, Johan
Albert Kantzow, from another well-known Stockholm family, was appointed
Lisbon consul. Members of the Kantzow family then maintained the consular
position in Lisbon until 1860, with the exception of only three years (1813–
16) when the consulate was held by Lorentz Westin.85

Johan Albert Kantzow was a very young man, a mere twenty-two years old,
when he settled in Lisbon. Apparently, there was no Swedish house in the city
at that time.86 Kantzow was also supposed to make his living mainly from trade
commissions, and he seemed to do so quite succesfully in the 1780s. His situa-
tion deteriorated in the 1790s during the French Revolutionary Wars. In 1798,
he got into such profound difficulty that the firm Kantzow and Co. was de-
clared bankrupt. The major reason for the bankruptcy appears to have been
French debts. Kantzow had extensive exchange with the French merchants who
belonged to one of the most important national groups in Lisbon, and as a
consequence of the French Revolution many of the French failed to repay their

85 Almqvist 1912–13, p. 410.
86 Jansson 1964, p. 50; Högberg 1964, pp. 26–29.

5. The snows Resolution and L’Apparance attacked by the British between Lisbon and
Madeira, December 1793 (Svenska flottans historia, vol. 2, 1943, p. 527)
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debts. Strangely, despite the bankruptcy, Johan Abraham Kantzow continued
to work as the Swedish Lisbon consul. 

Kantzow stayed in Lisbon until Portugal’s occupation by Napoleon in 1808.
Then, he followed the Portuguese king Joao to Brazil, where the royal court
found a safe haven in the years of the French occupation of Portugal. The
consul Kantzow continued to carry out his diplomatic duties in Rio de Janeiro
and he became the first Swedish envoy in Brazil. Yet he left, at his post in
Lisbon, his younger son Carl Adolf Kantzow. In 1811 Johan Albert Kantzow
returned from Brazil to Sweden, but just a year later, in 1812, he was appointed
as the Swedish representative to the USA. Meanwhile, the son Carl Adolf Kant-
zow continued to manage the Lisbon consulate. He was officially appointed the
new consul in 1816. Not surprisingly his older brother’s (Johan Albert Kant-
zow Jr.) Stockholm firm became one of the largest Swedish houses in engaged
in trade with Portugal, Latin America and even East Indies in the first decades
of the nineteenth century.87 

With Johan Albert and Carl Adolf Kantzow the consulate in Lisbon stayed
in the hands of one merchant family for almost eighty years. For the first time,
the consulate was also connected with a truly successful firm, despite the elder
Kantzow’s bankruptcy. As we shall see later (chapter 7), the Kantzow firm in
Stockholm, Kantzow and Biel, was also one of the leading iron exporters to the
United States, a very different kind of trade than the traditional salt imports
from Lisbon.88 The Kantzow firm appeared to be among those Swedish firms
that adapted rather quickly to the changing conditions of trade before 1800,
and it took part in the transatlantic trade, especially the sectors in which the
Swedes had competitive advantages. This happened at the same time that Swe-
den’s trade with the Mediterranean declined; tramp shipping became more
dangerous than profitable, and salt lost its importance as a strategic commod-
ity. 

4.6.2 Cadiz
The second consulate to which we pay more detailed attention is that of Cadiz.
This large city’s role as Spain’s major trading hub was a result of its role as the
port with exclusive rights for trade with Spanish America. Cadiz was the en-
trepôt of American and Caribbean colonial goods, and so, significantly, also a
place where the Spanish American fleets were equipped and repaired. Hence,
Cadiz was also an important market for Swedish naval stores. After 1731, when
the Swedish East India Company was established, Cadiz also became impor-
tant as a place where the Swedish East India vessels acquired their silver, before
undertaking the voyage to Canton. As with other European enterprises, the

87 Kantzow and Biel, the firm of Johan Abraham Jr. was the first Swedish firm with direct con-
tacts to India and China in the 1820s and 1830s, after the abolition of monopoly of the Swedish
East India Company. Johan Abraham Kantzow, SBL, vol. 20, 1973–75, pp. 612–613. 
88Adamson 1969, p. 81
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Swedish East India trade was also mainly paid for in bullion, primarily Spanish
American silver.89

From the Swedish point of view, Cadiz was also a very different market
compared to Lisbon. Even if there was significant salt production in the envi-
rons, Cadiz was not at all as important a salt-supplier as Setubal, Lisbon,
Cagliari or Ibiza. In addition, bar-iron, the key Swedish staple commodity, had
limited demand in Cadiz. Spain had its own, well-protected iron production in
the Basque countries and in Catalonia.

As mentioned in chapter 2, there were already loose plans to appoint a Swe-
dish correspondent at Cadiz in 1651. However, the first consular reports from
Cadiz, preserved in the Board of Trade collection, are from 1719. These were
written by the consul Isaac Rouyer, appointed the consul in Cadiz in the same
year.90 Rouyer’s reports mainly concerned conditions in the Cadiz trade, parti-
cularly the trade in naval stores (boards, tar, pitch and cannons), yet he also
informed the Board of Trade of the prices of salt, wine, olive oil, cochineal,
etc.91 Isaac Rouyer officially left his position in 1736. 

The next consul, Jacob Martin Bellman, received his appointment eight years
later, in 1744. Bellman was a Swede; however, he had been living abroad since
1732, and had obtained his business experience long before the appointment.
He held the Cadiz consulate until his retirement in 1766. He then married a
Spanish merchant’s daughter and became a Catholic. He died an eighty-year-
old man, in 1786, near Cadiz. It is worth mentioning that consul Bellman was
an uncle to the outstanding Swedish poet-musician Carl Michael Bellman.92

How did Swedish trade develop in the course of Bellman’s consulate? In one
of his first reports (May 1745) Bellman reviewed the general situation in com-
merce, and he paid special attention to iron. Firstly, he complained about the
recent increases of duties that made Swedish iron more expensive, compared to
that of the Basque region. This duty issue was seen as so important that Bell-
man asked the Swedish ambassador in Madrid to take action in response. As
regards the other commodities the situation appeared better. In particular, the
market was favourable for boards.93

The aforementioned Reinhold Angerstein also visited Cadiz in 1752, just
before his journey to Lisbon. In accordance with his instructions, he paid ma-
jor attention to the trade in steel and bar-iron in Cadiz. He noted that the bulk
of steel arrived via Venice, Genoa and Livorno, and was of Austrian origin, like
that of Lisbon. Angerstein made a rough calculation which seemed to prove

89 Ahlberger and Mörner 1993.
90 Ysak Rouyer to BoT, 30 October 1719 Cadiz, Consular Reports, Cadiz 1719–1802, E VI aa
67, BoT SNA According to Almqvist there were three appointed consuls already the late 1690s:
Christian Bratt, Alexander Bredal and Carlos Panhuysen. Almqvist 1912–13, p. 425.
91 Rouyer to BoT, 28 February 1724 Cadiz, Consular Reports, Cadiz 1719–1802, E VI aa 67,
BoT SNA.
92 On Jacob Martin Bellman, see Simonsson 1922.
93 Bellman to BoT, 11 May 1745/pres 4 June 1745, Cadiz, Consular Reports, Cadiz 1719–1802,
E VI aa 67, BoT SNA.
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that Swedish steel could find a much better market in Cadiz.94 Nevertheless, he
was less hopeful regarding the market for Swedish bar-iron. Spain produced
large quantities of iron, and it protected this production. Angerstein estimated
total Spanish production at 73,000 ship pounds, of which about a half was
exported, mainly to the American colonies and France. Between 6,000 and
7,000 ship pounds of foreign iron, mainly of Swedish origin, reached Cadiz.95 

If the trade in iron received less attention than expected, tramp shipping
then played a rather important role. Already, in his account of the Cadiz com-
merce in May 1745, the consul Bellman had discussed international shipping
conditions in the Mediterranean. The ongoing War of the Austrian Succes-
sion, a great European conflict with potentially useful consequences for Swe-
den, was at the forefront of his considerations. For example, he mentioned
rumours about the approaching outbreak of war between the Dutch Republic
and France, which—he suggested—should much benefit Swedish trade. In
the same context he complained about the relative lack of Swedish shipping
capacity. 

94 Angerstein 1996b, p. 11.
95 Angerstein 1996b, pp. 28–29.

6. Cadiz (Reinhold Angerstein’s report, BoT SNA)
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Nevertheless, shipping in wartime conditions was not only profitable, but
very risky. The correspondence in the following years (1745–47) concerned to
a high degree the capture of Swedish vessels, taken by both Spanish privateers
and the British Royal Navy. In September 1745, Genoa entered the War of the
Austrian Succession on the Spanish and French side. The British began to
declare Swedish vessels destined for Genoa as just prizes, and soon two Swedish
vessels were taken. The first one was Resolution (owned by Carlos and Claes
Grill) under master Lars Böcker, with a cargo of sugar and coffee beans from
Genoa. The second vessel, commanded by Anders Kjellberg, was sailing from
Lisbon to Genoa with an unknown cargo. Both were boarded near Genoa and
taken to Livorno.96 

The Spanish did not behave differently. In September 1746, Bellman re-
ported the case of the ship Westerviks Vapen taken by a Spanish privateer and
sold as a prize in Ceuta. In this case the reason for capture was the fact that the
neutral Swedish ship had on board an English-owned cargo destined for
Livorno.97 However, the case of Westerviks Vapen was not yet over. The owners
appealed to the court in Madrid, and proceedings were ongoing for many
years. Bellman, for this case, even hired a Flemish merchant, Jean François van
der Lepe, who was supposed to help the Swedish envoy with proceedings in
Madrid.98 In 1752, the case of Westerviks Vapen still was not closed.

The Seven Years War was the next large European conflict. In this war, Swe-
den was involved on the French side and the Swedish army was engaged in
limited operations against Prussia. Apparently, the involvement also affected
Swedish shipping in southern waters. In 1759, a Prussian privateer from Em-
den (14 guns, 100 men) cruised in the Mediterranean, chasing the Swedish
vessels. The Prussian captured at least three Swedes and took them to La Co-
runa, Gibraltar and Cartagena. For the protection of Swedish shipping, the
man-of-war Sparre and the frigate Falken were sent to the Mediterranean.99

The war years also provided Swedish shipowners with profitable opportuni-
ties, but Bellman’s reports show that the Swedes were expanding their tramp
shipping even in peacetime. Cadiz appears to have been a typical place for
Swedish ships to be hired for shipping within the Mediterranen. Typical voy-
ages of these hired ships were to Livorno and Genoa, with Spanish colonial
goods as usual cargoes. Yet Swedish ships were even hired by the Spaniards for
voyages to northern Spanish ports. For example, in 1753, Swedish ships carried
salt from Cadiz to the northern Spanish provinces of Galicia and Asturias.100

96 Bellman to BoT, 14 September 1745, Cadiz, Consular Reports, Cadiz 1719–1802, E VI aa 67,
BoT SNA.
97 Bellman to BoT, 12 September 1746 Cadiz, Consular Reports, Cadiz 1719–1802, E VI aa 67,
BoT SNA.
98 Bellman to BoT, 4 September 1753 Cadiz, Consular Reports, Cadiz 1719–1802, E VI aa 67,
BoT SNA.
99 A. Williamson (instead of Bellman) to BoT, 1 August 1759/5 September 1759, Cadiz, Consu-
lar Reports, Cadiz 1719–1802, E VI aa 67, BoT SNA.
100 Bellman to BoT, 4 September 1753 Cadiz, Consular Reports, Cadiz 1719–1802, E VI aa 67,
BoT SNA.
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By the late 1760s, Swedish ships were hired for even more spectacular voy-
ages. They were transporting Spanish troops to America. In 1769, the consul
Arendt Dreyer reported on six ships that had been contracted for these trans-
ports, and four other ships that were expected to return soon. From this report,
it is not clear if all the ships were contracted for troop transports to Cuba, but
from letters dated the next year, we know that the ship Pehr Öhrenshield re-
turned from Havana in February 1770, and that this ship was contracted for
troop transports.101 The Spanish authorities also employed foreign ships, not
only for shipping in Spanish coastal waters, but also for shipping to Spanish
America. Perhaps it was in this trade that Swedish seamen obtained their first
experience in transatlantic shipping. This pattern also shows that Swedish ships
entered transatlantic shipping as an extension to tramp shipping in southern
Europe.

In 1767, the retired Bellman was replaced by Arendt Dreyer, who was not
very well prepared for his consular position, as has already been observed. He
lacked a social network in Cadiz, and, apparently, also expertise in terms of
Swedish trade in the Mediterranean. Dreyer’s first preserved reports are dated
April 1769, and they very much concern Morocco. The peace and trade treaty
between Sweden and Morocco was only signed in 1761, and it was a very
expensive treaty. Nevertheless, in 1769, the Moroccan Emperor raised new
claims against Sweden, and in Cadiz there were rumours about a forthcoming
war between Morocco and Sweden (23 May 1769). In August 1769, Dreyer
heard from the Dutch consul that if the Swedes did not send their gifts to the
Emperor by the end of October, war would be declared. Such rumours were
affecting Swedish shipping, as correspondents were advising their customers to
avoid Swedish vessels.102 But other national consuls in Cadiz also had the same
problems. Morocco was already at war with Great Britain and Portugal, and the
conflict did not develop well for Europeans. The Moroccan Emperor con-
quered a Portuguese fortress, which boosted his ego, and after this success he
increased his claims against all European states.103

The bulk of Dreyer’s reports to the Board of Trade were about his problems
with captains who resisted paying consulade fees, and about his increasing
problems with his vice-consul, the highly successful merchant Anders Hag-
ström. Due to Dreyer’s lack of business contacts, Swedish ships were usually
consigned to merchants other than him, for example to Hagström. Hence,
although captains were obliged to pay consulade fees to Dreyer, they frequently
avoided it. For example, in April 1769, captain Daniel Ell anchored at Cadiz
with a cargo of grain consigned to the Cadiz house of Rey and Brandenbourg.

101 Dreyer to BoT, 18 April 1769, 27 February and 12 July 1770, Cadiz, Consular Reports,
Cadiz 1719–1802, E VI aa 67, BoT SNA.
102 Dreyer to BoT, 23 May 1768? (letter-writer’s error), 8 August 1769, Cadiz, Consular Reports,
Cadiz 1719–1802, E VI aa 67, BoT SNA.
103 Dreyer to BoT, 29 August 1769, Cadiz, Consular Reports, Cadiz 1719–1802, E VI aa 67,
BoT SNA.
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He refused to pay a consulade fee to Dreyer, and left Cadiz without documents
signed by the consul. The same month, three other captains refused to pay the
fee.104

In 1772, the conflict between the consul and his vice-consul intensified. It
primarily concerned the fact that Hagström was a well-established merchant
with many contacts and many commissions, especially from France, whereas
the consul’s commissions were few. The rivals turned to the Board of Trade for
a decision. The Board appeared to accept Hagström’s interpretation of the con-
flict, and Dreyer left Cadiz in 1773, after just four years in office.105

The next consul, Hans Jacob Gahn, was officially appointed in 1775.106

However, Gahn seems already to have been in Cadiz in April 1773, when he
sent his first report to the Board of Trade. In this letter he mentioned that he
had received from Dreyer all the documents relating to his new position.107 

Like other Swedish consuls, Gahn also started his reporting activities from
Cadiz with a general account of Swedish trade in the area. In the beginning of

104 Dreyer to BoT, 18 April 1769, 25 April 1769 Cadiz, Consular Reports, Cadiz 1719–1802, E
VI aa 67, BoT SNA.
105 Dreyer to BoT, 23 July 1772, 11 December 1772, Anders Hagström to BoT Cadiz 14 July
1772/2, Cadiz, Consular Reports, Cadiz 1719–1802, E VI aa 67, BoT SNA.
106 Almqvist 1912–13, p. 425.
107 Gahn to BoT, 20 April 1773, Cadiz, Consular Reports, Cadiz 1719–1802, E VI aa 67, BoT
SNA.

7. Hans Jacob Gahn, consul in Cadiz (1775–1800) (UUL)
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the 1770s, commercial conditions appeared to be quite disappointing from the
Swedish point of view. Demand for Swedish staple commodities was declining,
and the competition from Russian iron was tough.108 Moreover, neither were
the conditions of shipping very profitable. Gahn noted that the profitable ship-
ping to the West Indies had stopped, as the Spanish crown now employed its
own ships. Even shipping in the Mediterranean had declined and some large
Cadiz houses were going bankrupt. 

Another issue often mentioned in Gahn’s reports, which threatened Cadiz’s
commerce, were the royal plans deregulate trade between Spain and the Span-
ish Americas. Gahn was interested as to what possible consequences free trade
could have for the Swedes. For example, he described in detail how the situa-
tion developed in the Caribbean when the Cuban trade was ‘set free’. For the
whole of Spanish America, trade was deregulated in 1778.

In the second half of 1774 and in the beginning of 1775, the situation for
Swedish business radically improved. Gahn was now reporting on improved
sales conditions for Swedish commodities, especially for sawn timber, and on
the improved shipping market. Iron was not by any means as profitable. 

Gahn’s unusually detailed shipping lists not only provide information about
cargoes, but also reveal ship-movements in Cadiz and the Mediterranean. They
illustrate the means by which Swedish tramp shipping in the Mediterranean
was carried out. Usually, the Swedish ship arrived in Cadiz with a cargo of
Swedish staple commodities. Then it was hired for a voyage to the Mediterra-
nean. Some ships, as also indicated in Bellman’s correspondence, might be
carrying salt cargoes from Cadiz in northern Spain. Gahn’s shipping lists show
that many ships stayed in the Mediterranean for more than one season. A good
example of the shipping pattern is the snow Pelikan, of 75 lasts and a crew of
ten, which anchored in Cadiz in December 1776. Pelikan left its homeport of
Norrköping in August 1775. The vessel was in Bordeaux in December 1775,
and in Ancona in Italy in May 1776. From Ancona it sailed back to Alicante in
Spain (18 July 1776), to Genoa in northern Italy (14 September 1776), to
Palermo in Sicily (2 October 1776), and finally to Cadiz. Pelikan left Cadiz on
15 December for Setubal, whence it most probably continued home with a
cargo of salt.109 

The outbreak of the American War of Independence led to a dramatic
change in Swedish commerce. The first rumours about the oncoming war in
America appeared in July 1776, with consequent increases in the prices of
colonial products. And, even if war between Spain and Britain did not break
out until 1779, Swedish shipping was already flourishing in 1776 and 1777.110

108 Gahn to BoT, 23 April 1773, Cadiz, see also the letter of 19 October 1773, Cadiz, Consular
Reports, Cadiz 1719–1802, E VI aa 67, BoT SNA
109Gahn to BoT, Shipping list dated 3 January 1777, Cadiz, Consular Reports, Cadiz 1719–
1802, E VI aa 67, BoT SNA.
110 Gahn to BoT, 23 July 1776 Cadiz, Consular Reports, Cadiz 1719–1802, E VI aa 67, BoT
SNA.
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In 1778, Gahn was in Sweden, and vice-consul Anders Hagström replaced him
for a short period. Yet, as soon as January 1779, Gahn was back in Cadiz. In
February 1779, Gahn wrote: 

Hence the ongoing war is a favourable occasion for the neutral states’ flags, it has
not failed to influence our shipping and commerce here and it is important to
exploit this opportunity as much as possible. 111 

Swedish ships were chartered at high freight prices. But the situation could turn
very quickly. In summer 1779, Gahn still was reporting on the profitable situa-
tion, with the prices of Swedish products increasing by 12 to 15 per cent, and
the prices of American colonial products increasing by as much as 50 per cent.
However, he also mentioned that, as far as neutral ships were concerned, the
French correspondents preferred Dutch ships due to the Netherlands’ better
relations with Britain. They were afraid to hire the Swedes. This changed when
the Dutch Republic entered the war on the French and Spanish side, in 1780.
To discredit Swedish shipping, competitors also spread rumours about a Swe-
dish conflict with Morocco—the same strategy as had been employed in the
late 1760s.

Great Britain was the most dangerous state for the Swedish neutral flag,
because the British applied their own restricted interpretation of neutrality
shipping rules. Whereas other states followed the rule ‘free [neutral] ship equals
free goods’, the British defined naval stores (including boards, tar and pitch) as
contraband even if carried on a neutral ship.112 But there were also other states
hostile to neutrals. 

In June 1779, Spain entered the war on the French side, and this damaged
the neutrals’ position. Spanish privateers were cruising in the Gibraltar straits,
and taking neutral ships. In his letter of October 1779, Gahn reported the case
of three Swedish ships taken by Spanish and French privateers to Algeciras, the
Spanish naval base. Two of them had British cargoes; Gubben Noah had a cargo
from Exeter destined for Genoa and Livorno, and Regressen was destined for
Gibraltar with coal from Newcastle. But the third ship, Maria Elisabeth, was
carrying cargo from St. Petersburg consigned to Naples, and so was unques-
tionably neutral.113 The latter ship was set free, after fifty-two days of waiting in
Algeciras. 

In the winter months of 1779/80, the Spanish blockade of Gibraltar seemed
to be almost complete. Between September 1779 and April 1780, thirteen
Swedish vessels were taken to Algeciras, three to Ceuta, and sixteen to Cadiz.114

111 Gahn to BoT, Cadiz 17 February 1779, Consular Reports, Cadiz 1719–1802, E VI aa 67,
BoT SNA.
112 Jägerskiöld 1957, p. 281. See also the British reaction on Armed Neutrality 1780, Scott 1918,
p. 317
113 Gahn to BoT 23 October 1779,Cadiz, Consular Reports, Cadiz 1719–1802, E VI aa 67, BoT
SNA.
114List of captured Swedish ships at Algeciras between 26 September and mid-April 1779–1780,
Gahn to BoT Cadiz 18 May 1780, Consular Reports, Cadiz 1719–1802, E VI aa 67, BoT SNA.
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Even if most of the vessels were set free, the arrests caused costly delays and they
damaged the reputation of Swedish neutrality shipping. This damaged reputa-
tion was the major reason for Gahn’s strong reaction. He argued that the Swed-
ish authorities had to take greater responsibility for convoying merchant ships
and they also had to act more forcefully in Madrid. 

Even Russian and Danish shipping was damaged by Spanish privateering, and
the deteriorating situation of these three states’ shipping was a motive for the
armed neutrality coalition of Denmark, Sweden and Russia, signed in summer
1780.115 The neutrality coalition appeared to strengthen Sweden’s position. In
1780–83, the privateer activities against the neutrals declined and Swedish ship-
ping in the Mediterranean thrived. The positive trend also continued after 1783.
In 1785, as many as eighty-three Swedish ships visited Cadiz.116 

The shipping lists from period of the French Revolutionary Wars indicate
how volatile business conditions were (table 4.4). The commodity trade mani-
fests the same unpredictability. Hence, in 1795, the Swedes exported the tiny
amount of 909 ship pounds of iron to Cadiz, in comparison with over 3,000
ship pounds ten years before. However, as early as the next year, 1796, Swedish
ships arrived with over 5,700 ship pounds of iron. Trade in sawn timber
showed even more volatility. The number of ‘dozen’ (tolfter) deals increased
from 2,813 in 1795 to 14,892 in 1796.

The instability of trade and shipping has of course to be linked to wartime
conditions. In the 1790s, commerce was profitable but dangerous. Once again,
the consular reports were full of cases of captured ships and complaints about
the weakness of Swedish policy against the combatant countries. Lists of captu-
red ships show that French and Spanish privateers were very active. 

There is a list of seventeen ships taken by the Spanish privateers to Algeciras
in the first half of 1793 alone.117 In addition to these, there were captured ships

115 Svensson 1943, p. 525; Jägerskiöld 1957, pp. 283–284.
116 Shipping list for 1785, dated probably 27 January 1786, Consular Reports, Cadiz 1719–
1802, E VI aa 67, BoT SNA.
117 The list of captured Swedish ships at Algeciras 1793, Consular Reports, Cadiz 1719–1802, E
VI aa 67, BoT SNA.

Table 4.4: Swedish ships calling at Cadiz, 1778–1800

1778 41
1785 83
1791 25
1792 18
1793 40
1795 45
1796 80
1800 22

Source: Carl O. Christiernin’s and Gahn’s shipping lists, Consular Reports, Cadiz 1719–1802, E 
VI aa 67, BoT SNA.
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in Ceuta. In September 1797, the Cadiz consul reported on all the 68 Swedish
vessels taken by the Spanish in the course of the Spanish-British war (1796–
97). As in the American War of Independence, the ships were eventually set
free, but delays were expensive and privateers damaged the credibility of Swed-
ish neutral shipping.118 

In October 1798, Gahn wrote to the Board of Trade about the British block-
ade of Cadiz. The Royal Navy was then in full control of the Mediterranean,
and, according to the consul, the only neutral state whose neutrality the British
respected was the United States.119

Gahn died in October 1800 after his long consular service. It took three
years for the Board of Trade to appoint a new consul. This consul, Zacharias
Scherman, was also supposed to make his living primarily as a merchant and
commission agent. His reports from the Napoleonic years do not provide the
same rich picture of Swedish activities as Gahn’s correspondence, but it is worth
mentioning the fact that they regularly included printed price lists from
Cadiz.120 

Due to its role in the Spanish commercial system, Cadiz was a very impor-
tant entrepôt for the Swedish trade and shipping activities in southern Europe.
The Cadiz consulate appeared to function as a kind of information centre
concerning both the profitable shipping opportunities in the Mediterranean
and Spanish shipping contracts. Many hiring contracts were mediated via
Cadiz houses. And, of course, Cadiz was also an important market for Swedish
staple commodities, even if this role was not as crucial as that of Lisbon. 

4.6.3 Marseilles
Most probably, Marseilles was the leading Mediterranean entrepôt, and cer-
tainly the key French city-port in the area. But the Swedish presence in Mar-
seilles dates from a significantly later period than in Portugal, Spain, and even
Italy. This most probably resulted from the fact that, at least in the beginning
of the eighteenth century, Swedish commerce in Marseilles was of limited im-
portance. Indeed, the foundation of the Swedish consulate in Marseilles ap-
peared to be connected with the establishment of peaceful relationships with
the Barbary states. From the beginning, Marseilles functioned as a base for the
Swedish negotiations with Algiers. Another important motive for the establish-
ment of the Swedish consulate at Marseilles had to do with the Levant trade.

118 20 Swedish ships were taken to Ceuta, 6 to Cadiz, and as much as 42 to Algeciras. List of
captured ships 26 September 1797, Cadiz, Consular Reports, Cadiz 1719–1802, E VI aa 67,
BoT SNA. Spain declared war to Great Britain in October 1796, already in February 1797 the
Spanish navy was defeated.
119 Gahn to BoT, 12 October 1798 Cadiz, Consular Reports, Cadiz 1719–1802, E VI aa 67,
BoT SNA.
120 On Gahn’s death, see Christiernin to BoT, 10 October 1800 Cadiz, Consular Reports, Cadiz
1719–1802, E VI aa 67, BoT SNA; For Scherman’s reports see Consular Reports, Cadiz 1803–
1810, E VI aa 68, BoT SNA.
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Marseilles was the centre of the European Levant trade, which was also an
important motive behind Swedish engagement in the Mediterranenan. 

The first Swedish consul in Marseilles was appointed in 1731, two years after
the peace treaty with Algiers. The consul was not of Swedish origin. Consuls of
foreign nations in France had to be French citizens. The consul’s name was
Nicolas Sollicoffre, and he belonged to a well-known Marseilles merchant fam-
ily.121 In 1735, the Swedish consulate was taken over by Jean Antoine Butini
and from his period Sweden’s Marseilles consulate stayed in the hands of the
families Butini and Fölsch for almost 150 years (until 1881). Butini and Fölsch
were also well-known members of the Marseilles merchant elite and the leading
commission agents of the Swedish firms.122 

There is also another striking difference, compared to Lisbon and even
Cadiz. The consulates in Cadiz and especially in Lisbon were of large political
significance. In France, consuls did not have the same role. France was Sweden’s
traditional ally, with well-developed contacts at a high diplomatic level. The
Swedish diplomatic representation in Paris was doubtless Sweden’s most impor-
tant, and Swedish ambassadors to France were important Swedish politicians.
The status and functional discrepancy between the consular service on the one
hand, and the high-level diplomatic representation on the other, was greater in
France than in other states. 

In the first years, the Swedish Marseilles consul seemed mainly to transmit
the correspondence of George Logie from Algiers to the Board of Trade.123

Trade with the Barbary states and the Levant was the most important aspect of
the consul’s own business. For example, in 1735, when the consul Butini gave
a general account of the conditions of Swedish commerce in Marseilles, he
focused on the Levant and Barbary coast trade.124 In particular, he paid atten-
tion to the Levant trade, in which the Butini firm was a large actor. According
to Butini, Swedish ships could be employed by French merchants in shipping
between Levant and Marseilles; then the Swedes migh import Levant commod-
ities from Marseilles. The idea seemed to attract the attention of some Stock-
holm merchants. Butini was in frequent contact with Thomas Plomgren and
Gustaf Kierman, major supporters of the project of the Swedish Levant Com-
pany. 

In addition to the Levant and Barbary coast commerce, the consul com-
mented on the market conditions of Swedish staple commodities. On the one
hand, Marseilles was not a good market for Swedish iron. Direct iron exports
from Sweden were seldom profitable, because Swedish iron in large quantities
reached Marseilles on Dutch ships. On the other hand, there was a rather

121 Carrière 1973. 
122 Almqvist 1912–13, p. 384; Carrière 1973; Hildebrand 1957, p. 140; Müller 1998, p. 204.
123 Gaspar et Nicolas Solicoffre Som. to BoT, 21 July 1732 Marseilles, Consular Reports, Mar-
seilles 1732–1814, E VI aa 331, BoT SNA.
124 Jacques [Jacob] Butini to BoT, 23 March 1736 Marseilles, Consular Reports, Marseilles
1732–1814, E VI aa 331, BoT SNA.
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satisfactory market for tar and pitch. As in other southern European markets,
the situation for Swedish commodities worsened over the course of time, due
to quantities of Russian iron and naval stores reaching the western Mediterra-
nean on Dutch ships. 

In 1739, Butini sent a proposal to the Board of Trade to concentrate all trade
in Swedish commodities at Marseilles in the hands of one house. The Swedish
and French courts would make a deal according to which the French naval
bases (Toulon, Port Louis, Rochefort and Brest) should exclusively purchase all
naval stores from Sweden.125 However, there are no indications that the scheme
was seriously discussed.

The reports indicate that Swedish ships called rather frequently at Marseilles.
Between 1736 and 1740, 27 Swedish ships called at Marseilles, an annual aver-
age of eight ships. According to other sources, Sweden was in fact the third
northern-European shipping nation at Marseilles, after Britain and the Dutch
Republic.126 

As in the case of the correspondence from the Lisbon and Cadiz consulates,
the Marseilles consuls’ reports frequently included news about the capture of
Swedish ships. Wartime years were once again filled with reports on French
privateers and on shipping conditions generally. The Seven Years War provided,
at least initially, a profitable opportunity for Swedish shipowners. Swedish and
Danish ships were hired for shipping between the southern and western coasts
of France. And, in 1756, Butini reported on the granting of permission for
Swedish ships to sail to French colonies, especially in the French Caribbean—a
similar pattern to that in which Swedish tonnage was employed by the Spanish
authorities for shipping to Spanish America.127 

However, the lucrative circumstances of neutral shipping also tempted some
less honest businessmen. Particular examples illustrate how delicate the balance
between legal and illegal neutrality was during wartime. In March 1757, Butini
received a letter from master Olof Aschenborg, of the ship Resolution, which
was currently at Genoa. The master informed the consul of a strange Swedish-
flagged ship, which had recently anchored at Genoa. The captain of the ship,
named Wengren, was a burgher in Garezze, where the vessel’s owners also lived.
The vessel was built in England, contrary to regulations for Swedish-flagged
ships, and it had a fake Swedish Algerian passports. There were no Swedes on
board and no other Swedish documents. Aschenborg was terrified by such an
obvious abuse of the Swedish flag and he was afriad that if such a Swedish-
flagged ship was taken in the open sea, all Swedish ships would be in danger.
Butini immediately sent the details of the case to the Swedish consuls in

125 Butini to BoT, 29 June 1739 Marseilles, Consular Reports, Marseilles 1732–1814, E VI aa
331, BoT SNA.
126 Butini to BoT, 14 September 1740 Marseilles, Consular Reports, Marseilles 1732–1814, E VI
aa 331, BoT SNA. The average is confirmed at Carrière 1973, p. 1061, see also Desfeuilles 1956,
pp. 327–349.
127 Butini to BoT, 29 March and 8 September 1756 Marseilles, Consular Reports, Marseilles
1732–1814, E VI aa 331, BoT SNA.
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Livorno, Cadiz, Alicante, Cagliari, and Lisbon, and of course to the Board of
Trade.128 There was no Swedish consul in Genoa at the critical moment.

The 1757 reports showed a rising number of captures of Swedish ships by
French and British privateers. Even the Barbary corsairs seemed to make use of
the wartime opportunity. In 1759, Butini also mentioned a Prussian privateer
from Emden; it must have been the same one as is mentioned in the Cadiz
reports.129 Thus the post-1756 shipping boom was short-lived. The French
historian Charles Carrière’s statistical record of entries of Swedish ships in Mar-
seilles harbour suggests the same thing. After a peak in 1756, with 61 registered
ship entries, the number of Swedish ships declined rather quickly to 37 (1757),
12 (1758), and 13 (1759).130

Butini was a very frequent correspondent and his reports provide a vivid
account of Swedish affairs in Marseilles and in the Barbary states. He continued
as Swedish consul until 1763 when his son-in-law, Henrik Jacob Fölsch took
over the consular post—on Butini’s recommendation. Henrik Jacob Fölsch
continued to report extensively to Stockholm, commenting on roughly the
same subjects as his father-in-law. In comparison with those of the Lisbon and
Cadiz consulates, however, the reports from Marseilles did not include much
trade and shipping data. Between 1781 an 1814, another member of the Fölch
family, François Philip Fölsch, managed the Marseilles consulate. Hovewer,
there are no reports preserved for the period between 1783 and 1803, the two
decades of his office. 

The establishment of the Marseilles consulate was connected to Sweden’s
grand commercial strategy towards the Levant and the Barbary coast. Yet it
soon became apparent that these plans were over ambitious. The Swedish Le-
vant Company disappeared and Swedish trade with the Barbary states was not
successful. Nevertheless, Swedish commerce at Marseilles developed differently.
As the strategic entrepôt in the western Mediterranean basin, Marseilles be-
came a frequent point of call for Swedish ships sailing between Sicily, Livorno,
Genoa, Sardinia and of course Spain and Portugal. Moreover, it also became an
important market for Swedish products. 

4.6.4 Livorno
Livorno began its rise as the central shipping port of north-western Italy in the
late sixteenth century, assisted by the economic policy of the Tuscan dukes. It
became a centre of foreign—mainly Dutch and English—commerce in the
Mediterranean, and it held this position throughout the seventeenth and eight-
eenth centuries. Due to its free port status, the harbour functioned primarily as

128 Butini to BoT, 21 March 1757 Marseilles, Consular Reports, Marseilles 1732–1814, E VI aa
331, BoT SNA.
129 Butini to BoT, 19 January 1759 Marseilles, Consular Reports, Marseilles 1732–1814, E VI aa
331, BoT SNA.
130 Carrière 1973, p. 1061.
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a staple market for foreign merchants, while its links with the economy of
Tuscany appeared rather weak.131

In Sweden, Livorno was apparently perceived as a leading Mediterranean
port as early as the mid-seventeenth century. Livorno was mentioned as the
possible site of a Swedish correspondent in the discussions of the Board of
Trade in 1651,132 and we have mentioned the visit to Livorno by Silfvercrantz
during Charles XII’s reign. In 1719, another Swedish traveller, Peter Sahlgren,
visited Livorno. He made contact with the German merchant, Paul Lochner,
who applied for the position of Swedish consul at Livorno. In August 1720,
Lochner was duly appointed the first Swedish consul there, and consequently
also the first Swedish consul in the Mediterranean.133 

Lochner appears to have been an ambitious man. He made proposals for
developing Swedish trade in the Mediterranean, especially with the Levant. He
asked for the right to appoint Swedish vice-consuls in Italy. He also made an
offer to the Board of Trade to represent Sweden in negotiations with the Bar-
bary corsairs, in cases relating to captured Swedish ships and crews.134 In 1722,
the consul was authorised to start peace talks with the Barbary states. However,
the slow progress in Lochner’s negotiations did not fulfil Stockholm’s expecta-
tions. After four years, in 1726, Lochner reported that the Barbary states were
indeed showing interest in an agreement with Sweden, but only for a limited
number of years and for a limited number of ships annually. In addition, the
cost of the negotiated peace was high. At the same time, Lochner got into
economic difficulties. He went bankrupt, and he embezzled money from the
Swedish Convoy Fund, which was intended to ransom Swedish captives in
North Africa. Lochner entirely lost his credibility. In the negotiations with the
Barbary states, he was replaced by the aforementioned George Logie, and he
lost his consular appointment in January 1727.135

The Swedish consulate in Livorno was then officially vacant for almost
twenty years. Finally, in 1745, Pierre Jean de Bertellet was appointed consul.136

Nevertheless, the collection of Livorno consular reports includes a number of
letters from 1738–40, written by George Logie, who apparently used Livorno
as a base in his further negotiations with Tunis and Tripoli—after signing the
peace with Algiers.137 Logie’s reports are very valuable. They provide a detailed
account of trade conditions in the Barbary states and Livorno. For example,
Logie’s report dated October 1738 provides an extensive account of conditions
of commerce in Algiers. Logie was rather unenthusiastic regarding the pros-
pects of trade in Africa, but rather hopeful regarding trade in Livorno and Italy. 

131 Engels 1997, pp. 39–46.
132 Almqvist 1912–13, p. 28.
133 Ekegård 1924, pp. 125–126.
134 Ekegård 1924, pp. 258–259.
135 Ekegård 1924, pp. 458–460.
136 Almqvist 1912–13, p. 395.
137 Logie to BoT from Livorno, Consular Reports, Liverpool Livorno 1725–1822, E VI aa 229,
BoT SNA.
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The report is not only full of detailed information on trade conditions: it
reveals Logie’s view of the Algerians. He characterised the people and condi-
tions of trade in Algiers in the following manner:

8. George Logie’s letter to the Board of Trade (George Logie’s reports, Livorno, BoT
SNA)
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The Algerians being a people whose minds are entirely given to plunder and
piracy are very little inclinable to trade themselves or give any encouragement to
others to carry on any advantageous trade and what trade here is carried on with
great uncertainty in so much that often when goods are in demand and imported
by private persons at the same time arrives the Cruisers who being in prize abun-
dance of the same sorts of goods and those are often sold so cheap that vendors
the lawful purchased goods invendible […]138

This report also provides a detailed picture of the demand for different com-
modities in Algiers. As regards Sweden, there was a market for naval stores: tar,
pitch, boards, cordage, and iron. However, the required quantities were limited
and the conditions of sale unpredictable, as obvious from the quotation above.
It is clear that the reason for maintaining relations with Algiers was not com-
modity exchange but the safety of Swedish shipping in the Mediterranean wa-
ters.

In a similar way Logie described the conditions of trade and shipping in
Tripoli and Tunis, where negotiations were ongoing. Even if the focus of his
letters was on the Barbary states, he also paid some attention to the conditions
in Livorno, and not least to the Swedish trade there. In 1740, he summarised
the situation of Swedish commerce in Livorno in the preceding two years. He
mentioned that between 3,000 and 4,000 ship pounds of iron were brought
into the port annually on Swedish ships, which was less than 1 per cent of
Sweden’s total iron exports. On the other hand, large quantities of Swedish and
Russian iron reached Livorno on Dutch ships. 

Steel sold at Livorno was from Austria, as was that in other Mediterranean
ports, and it was difficult to find buyers for Swedish steel, as customers were
familiar with the Austrian products. The situation was better for the tar and
pitch trade. In the two years of Logie’s stay at Livorno, between 3,000 and
4,000 barrels of tar were unloaded and sold at a good price. There was always
substantial demand for Swedish sawn timber. 

Another important commodity in the Swedish trade in the area was Cagliari
salt from Sardinia. The salt trade in the Kingdom of Sardinia was organised in
the same manner as in Portugal, which meant that the king controlled the
conditions of sale. According to Logie, the Swedish merchants were the largest
buyers of Sardinian salt and so were in a good negotiating position. He made a
proposal to co-ordinate the Swedish purchases of Sardinian salt with Sardinian
purchases of guns, muskets, cannon balls and copper. Logie also argued for a
Swedish consulate in Cagliari.139 As mentioned above, James Shastoe, who ap-
plied for the position as early as 1735, failed to be approved, and it took some
years, until 1743, before the first Swedish consul to Cagliari was appointed.140

138 Logie to BoT, 2/13 October 1738 Livorno, Consular Reports, Liverpool Livorno 1725–1822,
E VI aa 229, BoT SNA.
139 Logie to BoT, 3 August 1739 Livorno, Consular Reports, Liverpool Livorno 1725–1822, E
VI aa 229, BoT SNA.
140 Almqvist 1912–13, p. 393.
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In his two years in Livorno, Logie also proposed two new consuls to the
Board of Trade: first the husband of his sister, captain Thomas Douglass, as a
new consul in Tripoli; and second Conrad Biehusen, a merchant in Livorno, as
a consul in that city.141 Nevertheless, none of his proposals resulted in an actual
appointment. In 1740, Logie returned to North Africa and the Livorno consu-
late continued to be vacant.

The correspondence of Pierre Jean de Bertellet, the Swedish Livorno consul
from 1745, dealt very much with issues of shipping. In addition to the usual
flow of reports on captures, privateers and corsairs, he left interesting informa-
tion regarding Swedish crews. Apparently, it was rather common for Swedish
seamen to be hired on foreign ships. For example, in February 1747, he re-
ported on two Swedish sailors who had run away from their ship to take hire on
a British vessel. He also reported on problems with crews who refused to sail
because they were afraid of corsairs.142 

In the 1764–75 period, the Livorno consulate was occupied by Johan Rein-
hold Wije. Only two letters are preserved in the archives of the Board of Trade
from this time. In his second letter (December 1772), he excused his infre-
quent correspondence by stating that there was nothing to report.143 

The next consul, Peter Vilhelm Törngren, who was appointed in 1776, con-
versely left a very rich stream of reports, at least from the earliest years of his
stay. Even in Livorno, Swedish trade and shipping thrived in the years of the
American War of Independence. As early as October 1776, the consul was
reporting on British problems. American privateers were cruising in the Medi-
terranean and taking British ships, which affected the insurance premiums of
British vessels. Moreover, ships travelling between London and Livorno had to
carry weapons. The British problems with shipping capacity strengthened the
demand for neutrals. Hence, Swedish ships were frequently chartered immedi-
ately after their arrival; both for voyages within the Mediterranean and for
shipping routes to Bremen, Hamburg and other northern-European ports.
Törngren expressed his wish of seeing more Swedish ships in Livorno, to ex-
ploit the demand for shipping capacity.144 Nevertheless, despite the consul’s
appeals, there were few Swedish ships calling in Livorno. Shipowners were well
aware of the fact that neutrality shipping was profitable only when neutrality
was respected. 

Yet between 1778 and 1780, the French, Spanish  and British openly at-
tacked neutral ships. Even if the cargo was neutral and set free by the decision

141 Logie to BoT, 2 October 1738 Livorno, related to Thomas Douglass, and 15 August 1740
Livorno, related to Conrad Biehusen, Consular Reports, Liverpool Livorno 1725–1822, E VI aa
229, BoT SNA.
142Bertellet to BoT, February 1747, 22 December 1755 Livorno, Consular Reports, Liverpool
Livorno 1725–1822, E VI aa 229, BoT SNA.
143 Almqvist 1912–13, p. 395, Wije to BoT, 21 December 1772 Livorno, Consular Reports,
Liverpool Livorno 1725–1822, E VI aa 229, BoT SNA.
144 Törngren to BoT, 21 October 1776 Livorno, Consular Reports, Liverpool Livorno 1725–
1822, E VI aa 229, BoT SNA.
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of a prize court, the voyage’s economic viability could be damaged. In 1779,
Törngren reported on the case of the ship Victoria, based in Stockholm, which
sailed with a cargo of herring from England to Livorno. On the way, the vessel
was taken by an American privateer and carried to a French port. After months
of waiting, the vessel was set free to continue its voyage to Livorno. Yet, on the
remaining part of the voyage, it was inspected many times by Spanish and
other privateers, and when it finally arrived in Livorno the cargo was de-
cayed.145

It is clear that the Swedish consul took an active part in finding profitable
charters for Swedish ships. He recommended ships for freighters; he had the
latest news on freight rates and he reported on them to Stockholm. He knew
what kind of ships were in demand. For example, large vessels were normally
chartered only for salt and grain cargoes in western parts of the Mediterra-
nean—on routes to Sicily, southern Spain, etc. Smaller vessels (brigs) were, on
the other hand, frequently chartered for very lucrative routes to Bremen, Ham-
burg, and the Baltic. These vessels often carried diverse and valuable cargoes.

Törngren continued to manage the consulate in Livorno until his death in
1800. Unfortunately, after 1780, there are no reports preserved in the Board of
Trade archives. Thus we have no detailed information about Törngren’s busi-
ness during the French Revolutionary Wars, but most probably it did not differ
from that of other wartime years in other consulates. 

The narratives of the four leading consulates in the four major markets in
southern Europe provide a detailed picture of consular activities, primarily
from the point of view of the consular reports. This means that the narratives
were based very much on the information that consuls wished to send and/or
were supposed to send to the Board of Trade, and—via the channel of the
Stockholm Merchant Association—to Swedish merchants. On the other hand,
the reports provide very limited information on issues not properly within their
remit—for example, the consuls’ own businesses. Due to the detailed but scat-
tered character of the reporting from a mere four consulates, it is also difficult
to grasp the nature of these activities in their entirety. There were, of course,
differences between consulates as well as between individual consuls. Neverthe-
less, the reports from other consulates do not provide a widely differing picture
of consular life from that portrayed in the reports from Lisbon, Cadiz, Mar-
seilles, and Livorno.

145 Törngren to BoT, 4 October 1779/1 November 1779 Livorno, Consular Reports, Liverpool
Livorno 1725–1822, E VI aa 229, BoT SNA.
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4.6.5 Algiers, Tunis, Tripoli, and Morocco146

As mentioned above, the consular service in North-African states differed
from the consulates on the northern coast of the Mediterranean basin. Their
major aim was to keep up ‘diplomatic’ relations with these states. These diplo-
matic relations consisted primarily of forwarding tributes—ransom should
perhaps be the term—to the local rulers to keep them in a good mood. Swed-
ish consuls did not differ from the established pattern. Even if the Swedish
authorities had ambitious plans to develop commerce with the North-African
states, there was a weak demand for Swedish commodities. Logie, in his re-
ports from Livorno cited above, described the situation quite exactly. So it was
apparent that a Swedish consul in North Africa could not make a living as a
commission agent. He was a state representative, paid by means of the Con-
voy Office. 

The treaty with Algiers was signed in April 1729, and Logie’s first task, as the
Swedish consul to Algiers, was to prepare the exchange of gifts confirming the
treaty. Even in terms of this operation, Sweden followed the pattern developed
by other states. The exchange itself was a manifestation of Sweden’s naval
power. Therefore Sweden sent the ship-of-the-line Verden to Algiers, under the
command of captain Cronhaven, and two merchant ships loaded with gifts:
Götha Lejon and Taxestis. The cargoes-gifts consisted of 40 guns, 800 sabres,
1,600 cannon balls, masts and anchors, valued at a total of 20,980 rixdollars
specie. The Algiers ruler expressed his satisfaction with the gifts and recipro-
cated with a liberated slave, two lions, three hyenas and a wild cat.147

The character of this gift exchange says much about the unequal relationship
between Algiers and Sweden, and about the situation of Sweden as a tribute-
paying party. There was a clear disproportion in the value and usefulness of the
gifts. The Swedish gifts were highly useful for the Algerian naval force—the
corsairs. On the other hand, the Algerian gifts had symbolic value only. Wild
animals, especially lions, symbolised the dignity of the Dey, according to recog-
nised, contemporary symbolic code. Weapons and ammunitions were gifts as-
sociated with the weakness of European power, stressing their position as tribu-
taries of a Muslim ruler. Great powers, such as France and Britain, avoided
these kinds of gifts. Thus, for example, the French gifts to North-African rulers
consisted of jewellery, wine, sweets, textiles and presents, and gifts illustrating
France’s superior technology, such as mechanical watches, cartographic works,
etc. Nevertheless, the demonstration of French technological superiority was
not displayed only in the exchange of gifts. As early as 1784, a year after the
successful balloon flight of the Montgolfier brothers, the French vice-consul in
Tunis engaged two captains to launch a hot-air balloon in Tunis. The flight was

146 There are rich report collections at BoT archives from all consulates in Barbary states (Tanger,
Tripoli, Tunis, Algiers). Nevertheless, as these reports already were extensively employed I will
use, in this section, primarily the secondary sources. Krëuger 1856, Olán 1921, and more criti-
cally Borg 1987).
147 Krëuger 1856, p. 234.
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a great success, and an excellent illustration of how technological expertise was
used in diplomacy.148 Sweden’s ambitions to display national greatness were
much more modest, not involving the manifestation of technological superior-
ity. As we have seen in the case of Logie’s gift exchange, Sweden largely accepted
its position of a ‘tributary’. 

In 1732, the Dey who had signed the first peace treaty with Sweden died,
and his successor soon came to Logie with new claims. This was a part of the
game: to demand new tributes as soon as any change in the government oc-
curred. It meant that not only the death of rulers—either in Europe or on the
Barbary coast—but also changes in consular posts and similar events entailed
new claims from the North-African rulers. Thus in 1735, Sweden sent another
two ships to Algiers, loaded with jewels, silk and cloth, and once again ammu-
nition and weapons. These cargoes were valued at 26,000 rixdollars.149 In
1745 and 1746, another three ships anchored in Algiers with gifts. In total, in
the 1735–46 period, Sweden sent tributes to Algiers valued at 68,000 rixdol-
lars.

In 1736, consul Logie left Algiers for Tunis, to initiate peace negotiations
with the next Barbary state. In his absence, vice-consul Gedda carried out his
consular duties. After some trouble with Logie’s Scottish partner, George Gor-
don, Gedda returned to Stockholm, and he left a detailed report on Algiers
affairs, which provided the Swedish authorities with the first detailed descrip-
tion of Algiers’ fortifications and naval force. The local navy did not impress
him very much. Algiers had only eight or nine ships carrying guns, and be-
tween twelve and fifteen galleys. In Gedda’s opinion, three European frigates
would be enough to blockade Algiers harbour.150 The character of the informa-
tion provided shows that the Swedish authorities, if necessary, were prepared
for a quick change in their Algiers diplomacy. Yet Swedish-Algiers relations
continued to be peaceful in the next decade. 

Logie first returned to Algiers in 1743, after six and half years’ absence. As we
have seen, he spent this time partly in Livorno, partly in Tunis. For the last
three years of his absence (1740–43), he was negotiating a peace treaty with the
third Barbary state, Tripoli. Logie apparently had a very good relationship with
the Dey and a strong position among the European consuls in Algiers. For
example, in 1740, he was employed in the delicate negotiations between France
and Algiers. A couple of years later, the Dey personally used Logie’s own vessel
for a voyage from Algiers to Constantinople and back. The Swedish Convoy
Office was charged for this.151 Yet a consul’s life in Algiers was not easy, even if
he were among the Dey’s friends. In the course of Logie’s years in Algiers, there
was a failed rebellion against one Dey, while another was murdered by his own
soldiers.

148 Windler 2000, pp. 189–194.
149 Krëuger 1856, p. 236.
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In 1758, after a long and successful career, Logie left Algiers and returned to
Sweden. Erik Brandel became the new consul. Brandel was an anticipated
choice. He had worked as consular secretary in Algiers since 1754, and moreo-
ver, he was married to Logie’s daughter. As usual on the occasion of the ap-
pointment of a new consul, the Dey handed a new list of expected gifts to the
Swedes, which included, among other things, guns, balls, gunpowder and
boards. In 1763, the ship carrying the required goods entered Algiers. This
time the gifts/tributes were valued at 27,000 rixdollars. 

In 1764 the Swedish consular representation changed again. Henrik Gott-
fried Brandel was appointed as the new consul, and Erik Brandel left Algiers for
Sweden. Two years later, in 1766, the new Dey raised new claims, and this time
he threatened the consul with war. To meet these claims, Sweden sent ships to
Algiers more or less regularly every two years. In the same way the relationship
between Sweden and Algiers continued to develop during the 1760s and the
1770s. The Swedes were forced to pay again and again, but in comparison with
other nations, for example the Danes and the Spanish, they at least avoided an
open war. Generally, relations involving the Algiers Dey could be characterised
as an ongoing ransom game between him and the European consuls—but also
among the consuls themselves. Due to the competition in shipping, an Alge-
rian war against one nation meant shipping profits for the others. Conse-
quently, the consuls kept the Algerian ruler informed of other nations’ aims
and strategies. For example, when one nation intended to impress the Dey by
sending a fleet of naval ships, other consuls were quick to inform him of the
coming demonstration of power and to explain the background.

Particularly, during the great European wars (1756–63 and 1778–83), the
Algerians profited from their intermediary position. It became common prac-
tice for English, French and even Spanish privateers to bring captured ships to
Algiers and sell them as prizes. Then the same ships that were as prizes set sail
again under neutral flag. Naturally, the Algerians made money on such opera-
tions.152

The steady flow of consular reports to the Board of Trade of course also
included information on the strength of the Algerian navy. In 1776, Brandel
reported on the Algerian navy, in a similar way as had Gedda. This time the
Algiers naval force consisted of eighteen vessels in total, mainly so-called sche-
becks and galleys. The fleet was not only employed in piracy against Christian
ships. Occasionally the Algerians also plundered the Spanish and Italian
coasts.153

The peaceful relationship between Algiers and Sweden ended in 1791, when
Algiers declared war on Sweden. The cause, according to the Algiers Dey, was
that Sweden had not sent proper gifts. Due to the declaration of war, the consul
Brandel had to leave the country. He went to Livorno, whence he informed all

152 Krëuger 1856, p. 254.
153 Krëuger 1856, p. 252.
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Swedish consuls in the area of the Algerian declaration of war. Moreover, Rob-
ert Anderson, the Swedish consul in Gibraltar, sent out a vessel which, cruising
in the Gibraltar Straits, warned Swedish-flagged ships of the danger from the
Algerian corsairs. The dissemination of information was successful; the Algeri-
ans failed to capture a single Swedish ship.154

The same year, Brandel was temporarily dismissed and the Board of Trade
appointed Matthias Sjöldebrand in his place. The new appointment was neces-
sary because the Algerians no longer recognized Brandel as Sweden’s consul to
Algiers. Sjöldebrand’s first task was to conclude peace as soon as possible. The
Algiers ruler substantially increased his claims in comparison with previous
years. He claimed that Sweden should pay as much as the other smaller ship-
ping nations: Venice, Denmark and the Dutch Republic. The Swedish consul
essentially accepted the Algerian claims, and so the peace was concluded rather
quickly, on 25 May 1792. Yet the cost of the peace substantially exceeded the
former agreements. The total cost, in cash and cargoes sent to Algiers, was
estimated at 175,000 rixdollars specie (see also section 5.6).155

Despite the new peace treaty the relationship between Sweden and Algiers
continued to be tense in the 1790s, primarily due to the Dey’s ambition to
exploit European warfare as much as possible for his own advancement. Both
Sweden and Denmark were forced to pay many extra tributes to keep the peace
with Algiers. After 1795, even the United States signed a peace treaty with
Algiers. Henceforward another neutral flag took part in the profitable shipping
in the Mediterranean.

Sweden also maintained its consular representation in Algiers in the course
of the Napoleonic Wars. Despite the volatility in shipping, the consulate was
seen as useful. The pattern of conduct and reportage did not differ from the
consul’s business before 1800. In fact, the pattern of gift exchange between
Sweden and Algiers was in operation until 1830, when France occupied Al-
giers. 

Tunis was the second Barbary state with which Sweden signed a peace treaty.
Here too, George Logie played the key role in negotiations. As mentioned
above, he made the first contacts in the summer of 1736. The ruler of Tunis,
entitled Bey, initially claimed the same tribute as Algiers, but he reduced his
claims after some time. Tunis was a minor power in comparison to Algiers.

In December 1736, the treaty—the text of which closely followed the treaty
with Algiers—was concluded. This peace seems to have been much cheaper
than the peace with Algiers. According to the Board of Trade, the total costs of
negotiations, including the tributes, was 14,070 rixdollars. The first consul,
Olof Rönling, arrived in Tunis in April 1738. He had already had some experi-
ence of consular duties. He had served as a bookkeeper in the London consu-
late under consul Jonas Alström, and he had been recommended for his new

154 Krëuger 1856, p. 257.
155 Krëuger 1856, pp. 258–260. For details concerning the total Swedish outlays see Åmark
1961, pp. 762–775.
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position by Logie, who knew him from his London days. Rönling stayed in
Tunis for the following two decades, until 1758. 

The Tunis consulate appears to have been a rather quite place over the course
of the century. There were no large changes in Tunis-Swedish relations. An
exception was the delaration of war in 1763 by the Bey. Because of the ongoing
Seven Years War, that year the Swedish ships with their gifts were delayed on
their voyage to Tunis, and because of this Tunis declared war on Sweden. How-
ever, the war appears to have ended as soon as the ships loaded with gifts
arrived in Tunis.156 In the 1790s, as with Algiers, the Tunis rulers increased
their claims against all the European powers. War was declared on Spain,
France, and Denmark. However Sweden, despite many threats, was successful
in avoiding an open conflict. 

In the same way as in Algiers, the major duty of the Swedish consul in Tunis
was to send gifts/tributes, and to keep the rulers in good humour. The consuls
reported to Sweden, but mainly on the political events in the area. There was
not much opportunity for Swedish trade and shipping in Tunis.

The peace treaty with the third Barbary state, Tripoli, was also concluded by
the dynamic George Logie. He had already investigated conditions in Tripoli
during his 1736–37 stay in Tunis. Preparing the ground for the coming negoti-
ations, he sent a Swedish ship loaded with guns to the Tripoli ruler, Pasha
Ahmed Karamanli. In the next step, the pasha sent a list of expected gifts to
Logie. The list included 30 guns, gun balls, gunpowder, boards, sabres and tar.
However, it took an additional four years before the ship Maj, loaded with the
requested gifts, reached the Mediterranean. The ship sailed first to Livorno,
where Logie and the recently appointed Tripoli consul, Isaac Bergh, were wait-
ing.157 After the ship’s arrival in Tripoli, the final stage of negotiations was
opened. In April 1741, the peace and commerce treaty between Sweden and
Tripoli was signed. There were no significant differences between this treaty
and the treaties with Algiers and Tunis. 

Bergh did not serve in his new post for long. The next winter, Tripoli was hit
by an unknown plague that also killed the Swedish consul. A year later, in
1743, Jöns Wijnberg, Bergh’s business associate and friend, was appointed in
his place. For the remaining six decades of the century another four consuls
managed the Swedish consulate in Tripoli—Christian Bagge, J.G. Burgman,
Joh. Widell and—for a short period of negotiations after 1798—a navy captain
named Cöster.158

The duties of the Swedish consul in Tripoli did not differ in any significant
way from the business of the consulates in Tunis and Algiers. They forwarded
gifts/tributes, reported on the political shifts at the Tripoli court and tried to

156 Krëuger 1856, pp. 357–359 and 361; Almqvist 1912–13, p. 388.
157 For the negotiations related to Tripoli peace treaty, see Krëuger 1856, pp. 399 ff, and Borg
1987. Borg provides the detailed history review of Tripoli’s Swedish consulate based on reports to
BoT.
158 Krëuger 1856, p. 463; Borg 1987, p. 25
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find business opportunities for Swedish merchants and shipowners. However,
in one way, Swedish-Tripoli relations were distinctive. In contrast to other
North-African states, the Tripoli rulers expressed the desire to have representa-
tion in Sweden. Hence, in the early 1740s, the Pasha proposed to send a diplo-
matic representative to Sweden, to strengthen the friendly and peaceful rela-
tionship between the states. In 1744, his envoy Ali Hogia Effendi began
Tripoli’s diplomatic mission to the Nordic kingdom. He reached Sweden in
September the same year, and he stayed for twelve months, at Sweden’s ex-
pense. He returned to Tripoli on board the Swedish frigate Fama, that also
carried new gifts. This exotic mission to Sweden ended to the satisfaction of
Tripoli’s ruler.159 This was not the last visit of Tripoli representatives. There was
another visit in 1757, and a third representative visited Stockholm in 1772.
The Tripoli missions received a good deal of attention in Stockholm. Even Carl
Michael Bellman, the well-known poet-musician of the Gustavian period and
relative of the Cadiz consul, wrote a poem about the exotic Tripoli envoy Ab-
derrahman.160 

As with Algiers and Tunis, even the Tripoli rulers increased their claims in
the 1790s. However, in the case of Tripoli, the claims resulted in a number of
declarations of war against Sweden and in an extended conflict in 1802, during
which Sweden blockaded Tripoli. The Swedish co-operation with another neu-

159 Borg 1987, pp. 29–30.
160 Borg 1987, pp. 59, 69–75; Carl Michael Bellman, Fredmans sånger nr. 30.

9. The frigate Camilla in Marseilles, 1806 (Svenska flottans historia, vol. 2, 1943, p. 345)
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tral flag in the area—that of the United States—was an interesting aspect of
this ‘war’.

The period 1798–1802 saw substantial activity from the Swedish navy in the
Mediterranean, as it carried out the tasks of demonstrating Sweden’s naval
power, defending Swedish merchantmen, and delivering gifts/tributes. From
December 1801, four Swedish frigates, Thetis, Fröja, Camilla and Sprengporten,
were cruising in the area. In January 1802, a period of co-operation with the
American navy was initiated by the Swedish commander, Rudolf Cedeström. It
concerned the joint blockade of Tripoli and the convoying of merchant ships.
American and Swedish consuls carried on the necessary information exchange
between the commanders and the merchant ships.

The Swedish Tripoli consul, Per Niklas Burström, left a detailed description
of the 1801–02 conflict. His letters reveal that the joint US-Swedish blockade
of Tripoli was not successful. Tripoly corsair galleys appeared to go out of and
return to the harbour as they wished; and they continued to take American and
Swedish prizes. The consul, who in the course of the war was in Tripoli and in
official contact with the Pasha, noted that the blockade even improved the
ruler’s mood.161 

At the same time, both the Swedes and the Americans continued to negoti-
ate with the Pasha. The Swedish negotiations were concluded in October 1802.
The final peace was one of the most expensive that Sweden signed with the
Barbary states. According to the accounts of the Convoy Office, the price of the
peace treaty was 650,000 rixdollars, which substantially increased Sweden’s
protection costs for shipping in southern waters.162

Not surprisingly, American comments on the Swedish peace treaty were un-
enthusiastic, and the Secretary of State and future President, James Madison,
described the Swedish agreement as dishonourable.163 The war between the
United States and Tripoli continued for additional three years, at large cost to
the Americans, but it ended successfully. According to the new peace treaty of
June 1805, the United States was forever released from the duty of sending gifts
to Tripoli.164

At least in brief, we should mention the Swedish consulate in Morocco.
Morocco was the strongest North-African state. In the Swedish documents the
Moroccan ruler is styled Emperor (kejsare), which also marks his independence
from the Ottoman Empire. Three decades after Logie’s treaty with Algiers, in
1761, peace negotiations with Morocco were started. As mentioned in chapter
3, the Swedish negotiations followed the pattern of the Danish and Dutch
peace treaties with Morocco. The Swedish side was represented by Peter Kris-
tian Wulf, previously an official of the Swedish Bank, who also became the first

161 Burström to BoT, 1801–1803 letters, Tripoli EVI aa 467, Consular Reports, BoT SNA. See
especially letters dated 1 August, 15 September and 6 October 1802. 
162 Åmark 1961, p. 775.
163 Borg 1987, p. 262.
164 Krëuger 1856, pp. 71–78; Borg 1987, pp. 230–279.
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Swedish consul in Morocco. The treaty was signed after two years, in May
1763, and it was at that point the most expensive treaty concluded with a
Barbary state. The consul Wulf settled in Sale, but after some time the consu-
late was moved to Tangier. 

The Swedish consul to Morocco was salaried in exactly the same way as the
Algiers consul, by means of the Convoy Office Fund. The consul was not
entitled to take fees from Swedish ships visiting Morocco, but this does not
indicate any substantial exchange between the countries. There are very few
preserved consular reports from Tangier and Sale. The rare letters indicate that
there was no exchange of significance between Sweden and Morocco. Never-
theless, some reports from Tangier include price currents, which inform us,
among other things, of the price of Swedish iron.165 After Wulf, who was per-
mitted to return to Stockholm in 1774, another two consuls carried out consu-
lar duties in Tangier, Johan Magnus Wenström (1775–86), and Per Wijk
(1787–1813).166 

Sweden continued to pay tributes to the Barbary states until 1830, when
France occupied Algiers and the Ottoman Empire strengthened its control of
Tripoli. Yet even in the 1840s, the Swedish navy was still sending expeditions to
the Mediterranean to carry on diplomacy and to make impression on the Bar-
bary states. For example, in 1841 and 1844–45 the ship Carlskrona visited the
Barbary coast. In the mid-nineteenth century, however, the relationship be-
tween the North-African coast and the European powers was perceived from a
perspective of European colonialism, or in terms of a civilising mission. Swe-
den’s consular service in North Africa was reorganised and integrated within
the contemporary Swedish-Norwegian consular service. The Convoy Office,
whose foundation had been connected with the Barbary corsair threat, in fact
disappeared as late as 1867.167 

4.7 Conclusions
This detailed account of the Swedish consulates in Lisbon, Cadiz, Marseilles,
Livorno and North Africa does not mean that there were no other Swedish
consuls in the area. We have already mentioned the specific role of the consu-
late at Smyrna, which was founded parallel to the establishment of diplomatic
relations with the Ottoman Empire and the foundation of the Swedish Levant
Company. Another result of Edvard Carlson’s and Carl Fredrik von Höpken’s
journey to Constantinople was the consulate in Venice (1735).168 The consu-
late in Naples was a consequence of the trade treaty with the Kingdom of the

165 Wulf to BoT, 29 September 1768; Wenström to BoT, 20 January and 4 June 1776, Consular
Reports, Tangier, Sale 1768–1822, E VI aa 460, BoT SNA.
166 Krëuger 1856, p. 222; Almqvist 1912–13, p. 403. 
167 Åmark 1961, p. 757.
168 Jägerskiöld 1957, p. 29; Almqvist 1912–13, p. 399.
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Two Sicilies, of 1742; yet the first consul there, Carl Fredman, was first ap-
pointed in 1749.169 Due to the major importance of the salt trade, Cagliari on
Sardinia had had a Swedish consul since 1743. Swedish consulates were also
established in Genoa and Barcelona.170 In addition, the network of consulates
was complemented by the vice-consuls: in Trapani, Algeciras, Setubal, Porto,
and others ports. As we saw in the cases of Cadiz and Lisbon, consuls fre-
quently made use of their privilege to appoint vice-consuls. 

The picture presented in this chapter does not cover all these consulates and
consuls. But the present writer does not believe that the overall picture would
be significantly different if all the consulates were included. The widely varying
quality and frequency of consular reports make any large-scale generalizations
impossible. In addition, reports, the major source of these narratives, reveal
only one side of the consular activities—that directed towards the Board of
Trade. Still, in spite of the scattered narrative picture, there are some conclu-
sions which may be drawn. 

Firstly, consuls collected and forwarded to Stockholm a substantial amount
of economically and politically useful information, and there is evidence (the
connection between the Board of Trade and the Stockholm Merchant Associa-
tion) that the information was available to merchants—at least to Stockholm
merchants. Secondly, consuls apparently played an important role as commis-
sion agents, and as ship agents, in their districts. At the consulates we have
examined, Swedish consuls appeared in the role of the leading merchants of
Swedish commerce, with only a few exceptions (Dreyer, Bachmanson Norden-
crantz). Thirdly, the attention paid to shipping and shipping conditions in the
consular reports strengthens the impression that shipping was, in fact, a much
more important sector of Swedish economic activities in southern Europe than
the established view acknowledges. The fact that, in most consular districts, the
consuls were prohibited from being shipowners indicates the sector’s impor-
tance. And fourthly, the conditions of Swedish shipping depended very much
on Sweden’s neutrality in the wars between Britain and its foes. Neutrality
increased the demand for Swedish shipping, yet it also entailed the threat of
privateers. Balancing the benefits and hazards of neutrality shipping was an
important, recurring issue in the consular reports.

The consular reports, however, do not provide proper quantitative evidence
of commercial development. We cannot say if the Swedish consular service
really promoted trade and shipping, and we cannot evaluate the role of ship-
ping for freight. The search for answers to these questions will be one of the
purposes of the following chapter.

169 Trade- and shipping treaty between Sweden and Kingdom of the Two Sicilies. Paris, 19/30
June 1742, Sveriges traktater med främmande magter. 1723–1771, 1922, pp. 329–351. Almqvist
1912–13, p. 397.
170Almqvist 1912–13, pp. 394, 424.
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CHAPTER 5

Neutrality and Swedish shipping and trade 
in southern Europe

In reality, this measure was suggested and in manner conducted by France; and is
as extraordinary in its nature, as dangerous in its tendency. The Danes have, for
many years, pretended to the enjoyment of those privileges that are granted to the
Dutch, by the maritime treaty of 1674, and consequently to cover, by their neu-
tral flag, the property of his Majesty’s enemies […] As to Sweden, they cannot
have the least pretender to justify this demand, as the last treaty of commerce
made with that power declares, in express terms, that, between the contracting
powers, the flag of the friend shall not protect the property of the enemy.

The Earl of Holdernesse to Andrew Mitchell, 5 July 1757.1

5.1 Introduction
The preceding two chapters have provided a narrative picture of eighteenth-
century Swedish policy in southern Europe and of the consular service there.
We saw consuls in their daily business dealing with Swedish crews, and at
courts working for the freeing of ships and cargoes. We looked more closely at
the semi-diplomatic game between the consuls and the Muslim rulers in Al-
giers, Tunis, Morocco, and Tripoli. We examined consuls’ schemes and propos-
als as to how to promote Swedish trade and shipping—and also examined the
consuls’ own interests. Nevertheless, a narrow description of daily consular
practice does not greatly help in grasping the importance of southern Europe in
eighteenth-century Swedish economic development. Nor does it say much
about the fulfilment of grand Swedish ambitions from the 1720s and 1730s. 

To set the daily consular practice in the context of Swedish economic history,
it is necessary to provide data on the general development of Sweden’s trade and
shipping in southern Europe, and to analyse that data. This is the purpose of
this chapter. Swedish economic activities in southern Europe will be examined
from two perspectives: first, Sweden’s commodity trade, mainly exports; second,
Swedish shipping, and in particular, neutrality shipping.

1 Hattendorf 1993, p. 329.
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The overall picture of Sweden’s commodity trade with southern Europe has
been rather well explored. There are very good and easily accessible trade data,
partly published; and there are several studies that have employed this source.2

Due to this, the present account of Sweden’s commodity exchange in southern
Europe is mainly based on secondary sources. As regards shipping, the situation
is less satisfactory. The literature is scarce and it very much follows Heckscher’s
standpoint on the Swedish Navigation Act. One purpose of the following analysis
of shipping is a re-examination of this view; therefore, we will look at some
hitherto unexplored sources. The Swedish registers of Algerian passports is such
a source; rich, but seldom employed. Consular shipping lists and reports will be
used as a complement to the registers.

Even if the following account makes a distinction between the sectors of
commodity trade and of shipping it must be made clear that these two
branches were deeply intertwined. Demand for bulky salt cargoes promoted
the building of large ships, and shipowners looking for employment of free
outward capacity found that sawn timber was in large demand in southern
Europe. And, because neither the carrying of sawn timber nor the carrying of
salt paid especially well, shipowners were looking for other profitable opportu-
nities, and eventually they entered the market for tramp shipping in southern-
European waters. They began to charter their vessels for voyages between ports
in southern Europe. The commodity trade and tramp shipping were also inter-
twined. Profits or losses in one branch had to be weighed against the economy
of the other branch. This connection between commodity trade and shipping,
at least as regards sawn timber, is clearly proven by the fact that shipowners
were often coidentical with dealers in sawn timber, as we shall see. 

5.2 Swedish trade in southern Europe 
Iron was the most important Swedish export commodity. It made up between
50 and 70 per cent of total Swedish exports by value, and was also a very
important item in southern markets. Bachmanson Nordencrantz’s figures for
Lisbon, for 1729 and 1730, show that iron made up 80 and 75 per cent respec-
tively of the overall Swedish export value (table 4.2).3 However, iron exports
were not a very dynamic part of Swedish foreign trade. From the mid-century,
iron exports stagnated at a level of between 40,000 and 45,000 metric tons
(300,000–337,000 ship pounds), partly as a result of conscious production
regulations. In spite of the regulations, there was a vigorous growth in iron

2 Data on Swedish foreign trade (Berättelser om utrikes handel och sjöfart) are part of the Board of
Trade archives. Högberg 1969 is a classical study based on this source, but see also for published
statistics: Boëthius and Heckscher 1938 and Historisk statistik för Sverige, 1972. For other aspects,
see Samuelsson 1951; and for iron, in particular, Hildebrand 1957. Specifically for trade with
southern Europe and the Mediterranean, also Högberg 1964 and Carlson 1971.
3 Accounts on Portuguese-Swedish trade for 1729 and 1730, Consular Reports, Lisbon 1731–
1778, E VI aa 224, BoT SNA.
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trade in the 1770s and 1790s, linked, as we will see, mainly to the southern
markets. After this short revival the iron exports fell again. This time the reason
was the industrial revolution in Britain.4

As regards the geography of iron markets, Great Britain dominated com-
pletely, with a share declining from 60 per cent in 1700 to about 40 per cent by
1800. Another formerly significant buyer of Swedish iron was the Dutch Re-
public; nevertheless, the Dutch share fell from 10 per cent in 1700 to a tiny 2–
3 per cent in the late eighteenth century. The southern Baltic continued to buy
between 20 and 25 per cent of Swedish iron. 

The decline of the Dutch and British markets had to be compensated for,
and Swedish iron exporters had to find such compensation in southern Europe.
Until the 1760s, southern Europe had accounted for about 10 per cent of
Swedish iron exports, but in the 1770s combined exports to France, Portugal,
Spain, and Italy increased to one-third. In the period 1785–90, 32 per cent of
Swedish iron went to these markets. Thus the revival of the Swedish iron trade
must be linked to the increase of iron demand in southern Europe. In the last
decade of the century iron exports to southern Europe declined again, to about
one-fifth of the total.5

Not surprisingly, the trade data indicate that the growth in iron exports to
southern Europe runs parallel to the growth in Swedish shipping to this area in

4 Eklund 2001, p. 53; Hildebrand 1957, p. 96.
5 Eklund 2001, p. 55; Hildebrand 1957, p. 96.

Table 5.1: Swedish iron trade to southern Europe 1725–99 (in ship pounds)

Year A B C D E F G H

1725–28 255,000
1730–34 276,000
1738–39 302,000   29,000 10
1740–44 310,000   44,000 14 26,500    800   6,500   8,700 1,200
1745–49 317,000   32,000 10 15,700    200   4,000 10,800 1,300
1750–54 302,000   37,000 12 18,100 1,000   7,200   8,700    700
1755–59 302,000   30,000 10 15,700 1,400   3,700   7,100
1760–64 330,000   33,000 10 18,100 1,800   3,400   8,700
1765–69 309,000   39,000 12.5 19,500 2,600   8,400   8,000
1770–74 317,000   61,000 19.5 21,100 2,500 23,800 13,800
1775–79 332,000   71,000 21.5 24,900 1,800 22,000 22,600
1780–84 327,000   96,000 29 39,300 3,500 38,800 13,300
1785–89 379,000 121,000 32 25,900 2,900 72,100 18,900
1790–94 380,000   88,000 23 31,700 2,500 26,900 23,200
1795–99 324,000   66,000 20 28,900 3,800 12,300 14,000

Source: Hildebrand 1957, pp. 92, 96, and 134 (five-year averages). The sum total of Portugal, 
Spain, France, Levant and other Mediterranean areas differs from southern Europe; however, the 
difference is marginal (1 ton=7.4 ship pounds)
A=Total Swedish iron exports; B=Southern Europe incl. France; C=Percentage of total exports; 
D=Portugal; E=Spain; F=France; G=Other Mediterranean; H=Levant.
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the 1770s and the 1780s, and this is connected with the American War of
Independence. As we saw above, for example in Cadiz in 1779, iron prices
increased considerably during wartime. But the wartime boom years were not
responsible for the whole increase. The best export years were, in fact, the
peaceful late 1780s. 

Although iron was Sweden’s major export commodity, in many ways it was a
troublesome one. Demand for iron was not very dynamic and the Swedes often
had problems in selling it. Moreover, iron was a substitute commodity; there
were many competing iron suppliers and producers. On the one hand, there
were protected local markets (France, Spain). On the other hand, there was
Russian iron imported into the area in large quantities. In addition, other ships
sailing to southern Europe with more valuable commodities used iron as bal-
last. The Swedish consuls reported on Dutch vessels carrying Swedish iron as
ballast, and consequently free of freight charges.6 In fact, the directors of the
Levant Company mentioned this Dutch practice as one of the reasons for the
Company’s failure.7 

Sawn timber exports were of a different character. By volume, Swedish sawn
timber exports to southern Europe increased from 30,000 dozen deals in 1750
to over 80,000 by the mid-1770s. Yet this trade declined again in the 1790s, to
between 40,000 and 60,000 dozen deals per year.8 Lisbon was again the major
destination, though Marseilles, Cadiz and Livorno also bought substantial
quantities. The structure of the Lisbon trade shows that, by 1750, sawn timber
made up roughly a quarter of Swedish exports by value (see table 4.3). In Cadiz
and Marseilles, sawn timber must have been even more important.

Regarding the sawn timber trade, southern Europe was clearly Sweden’s single
most important market. Yet this trade had different significance for different
parts of Sweden. Southern Europe was particularly important for Stockholm
merchants. In 1731–35, 51 per cent of Stockholm sawn timber exports was
destined for southern Europe, compared with 76 per cent in 1751–55, and as
much as 78 per cent in 1781–85. On the other hand, the majority of sawn
timber exports from Gothenburg went to Britain; and the south-Swedish regions
(Småland, Gotland and Blekinge) mainly exported to the southern Baltic.9

The divergence between the major destinations for iron (Britain) and sawn
timber (southern Europe) shows that sawn timber was not a packing material
necessary in the stowing of iron cargoes. In trade with southern Europe, most
sawn timber exports were not combined with iron. Another differing feature of
sawn timber exports in comparison with iron was the fact that this trade was
usually organised on the account of the shipowner. In 1760–80, about 80 per

6 A vessel’s cargo had to be loaded in proper combination of heavy and light commodities; which
explains sometimes very strange combinations of commodities in a cargo: iron and tobacco, fish
and stone, etc.; for examples see McCusker 1997, p. 63.
7 Olán 1921, p. 61.
8 Högberg 1969, p. 124.
9 Högberg 1969, p. 138.
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cent of the owners of timber cargoes destined for Portugal were actually owners
of the ships being employed.10 In the iron trade, the merchant and carrier
functions were clearly separated.

This strengthens the link between the sawn timber trade and tramp shipping
in southern Europe. A shipowner aiming to charter out his ship in the Mediter-
ranean simply loaded it with sawn timber. It was not a very profitable cargo,
but it was inexpensive to acquire, and in demand in the area. This is not to say
that tramp shipping was the reason for Swedish sawn timber exports to south-
ern Europe, but it is clear that the two businesses were closely intertwined. This
link allows us to understand why sawn timber exports specifically for southern
Europe were so important in Stockholm, the centre of the Swedish shipping
industry. In addition, there was a close relationship between Swedish consuls all
over southern Europe and the Stockholm merchant elite. As stated above,
many consuls belonged to leading Stockholm families.

Tar and pitch were other key commodities in Swedish exports. As important
naval stores, these were seen as strategic commodities and so the focus of poli-
tical interest. The Baltic was the major supplier of masts, sawn timber, tar,
pitch, hemp and flax, and Sweden, or more precisely Finland, became the ma-
jor supplier of tar and pitch. Strategic naval stores were also one of the reasons
why Portugal, Spain and France were so interested in trade with Sweden. 

For the Swedish trade in tar and pitch, the eighteenth-century’s endemic
warfare was tremendously important. Demand for these commodities usually
oscillated in parallel with wartime booms, and due to its conscious neutrality
policy Sweden was usually one of the few possible suppliers.11 

Between 1740 and 1800, Swedish tar exports trebled, from under 50,000 to
about 140,000 barrels. The Seven Years War, the American War of Independ-
ence and the French Revolutionary Wars were periods of remarkable increase.
The development in pitch sales was similar. Swedish pitch exports doubled,
from 10,000 barrels in 1740 to over 20,000 barrels by 1800. It may be noticed
that Sweden sold roughly five times more tar than pitch.12 But there were
differences between the markets. Southern Europe was a far more important
market for pitch than for tar.

Like iron and sawn timber, tar and pitch sales boomed in the 1770s and
1780s, in connection with the American War of Independence, and fell after
1800. However, the boom in tar exports was not only the result of wartime
conditions. The increase in tar exports must be linked to the strong develop-
ment of tar shipping from Ostrobothnia (the north-eastern coast of Finland),
which was the leading tar-producing area in the world. Until 1765, Stockholm
kept a monopoly privilege, the so-called bottniska handelstvånget, over all ex-
port trade north of Stockholm; and Ostrobothnian merchants were forbidden
to export tar directly. In 1765, the Ostrobothnian trade was deregulated, and

10 Högberg 1969, pp. 126–129 (table 4.6).
11 Högberg 1969, pp. 145–146.
12 Högberg 1969, p. 146.
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booming tar exports were one of the first consequences of this decision. Table
5.2 shows that tar exports doubled between the 1760s and 1780s, whereas total
exports rose by 50 per cent. Pitch exports to southern Europe followed the
same path as tar.13

Herring was the last key export commodity. From about 1750 onwards, it
appeared as a typical product of Sweden’s west coast. A proportion of Swedish
herring was exported to southern Europe, yet for herring this market was not so
important as it was for iron, sawn timber, tar and pitch.14

Table 5.3 shows the distribution of carrying capacity demand for Sweden’s
key export commodities. The distribution clearly reflects the relative stagnation
of iron and the increase in demand for tar, pitch and sawn timber. 

13 On increase of Finnish shipping and tar trade, see e.g. Alanen 1957 and Kaukiainen 1993, p. 37.
14 Högberg 1969, p. 175.

Table 5.2: Swedish tar and pitch exports to southern Europe 1738/40–1801/08 (in
barrels)

Year

Total Swe-
dish tar ex-
ports 

Tar to 
southern 
Europe and 
France

Share of 
southern 
Europe in 
per cent

Total Swe-
dish pitch 
export 

Pitch to 
southern 
Europe and 
France

Share of 
southern 
Europe in 
per cent

1738/40   43,400   8,100 19 11,400   4,800 42
1741/50   65,100 11,000 17 12,100   4,200 35
1751/60   83,000 12,600 15 16,900   6,700 40
1761/70   88,700 16,800 19 15,700   5,400 34
1771/80 100,500 28,000 28 20,200   7,900 39
1781/90 124,500 34,700 28 23,900 10,800 45
1791/00 134,000 30,200 22 23,000   8,800 38
1801/08 142,300 22,100 16 20,300   5,600 27

Source: Högberg 1969, pp. 150 and 160 (southern Europe includes France, Spain, Portugal, 
Italy and other Mediterranean regions).

Table 5.3: The Swedish annual demand for shipping capacity 1741–1805 (in
heavy lasts) 

Year Iron Tar and pitch Sawn timber Herring Total capacity

1741/50 18,000   5,000 10,000 33,000
1751/60 18,000   7,000 10,000 35,000
1761/70 18,000   7,000 12,000   8,000 45,000
1771/80 19,000   8,000 14,000   8,000 49,000
1781/90 22,000 10,000 18,000 11,000 61,000
1791/00 21,000 10,000 18,000 14,000 63,000
1801/05 23,000 11,000 25,000   8,000 67,000

Source: Högberg 1969, p. 21.
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The composition of the Swedish export trade was also quite plain. The five
aforementioned commodities, in addition to copper, made up almost all Swe-
dish exports. On the import side, the situation was very different. On the one
hand, imports consisted of a hotchpotch of very different kinds of goods. On
the other hand, as regards southern Europe, salt totally dominated. Salt was a
very different kind of commodity. Salt was a necessity and the maintenance of
a sufficient supply of salt at home was an important political issue. The aim of
Sweden’s salt trade policy was to import as much as possible and to keep the salt
price low; profitability was secondary. If import exceeded demand, salt could be
re-exported. 

It has already been argued that the salt trade was one of the major reasons for
Swedish interest in southern Europe. As early as in the mid-seventeenth cen-
tury Setubal and Lisbon sea salt had been preferred in Sweden, and this salt
completely dominated during the eighteenth century. Salt was one of the major
reasons for the enactment of the Swedish Navigation Act in 1724 and sufficient
salt supplies were the reason for the foundation of the Salt Stores (Saltkontoret)
in 1750.15 

The data on Swedish salt imports seem to confirm that the salt policy was
successful. There was a significant increase of salt imports, from an annual
average of 150,000 barrels in 1740, to about 300,000 barrels by 1800. Essen-
tially, nearly all salt (90–95 per cent) originated in southern Europe, half in
Portugal and half in the Mediterranean. But, in contrast to the export side, the
fluctuations in salt imports seem to have been large.16 For example, the herring
boom in western Sweden, in the period 1770–1800, caused a large increase in
salt imports, because herring processing required enormous amounts of salt.
During these decades, about one-third of Swedish salt, or between 70,000 and
90,000 barrels, was used in the herring industries. And Gothenburg’s share in
salt imports increased from 10 per cent in the 1740s, to almost 30 per cent in
the 1790s.17 The increasing discrepancy between incoming Swedish shipping
and salt imports in the 1790s and the post-1800 period, indicates that salt was
also carried on foreign ships.18 

Salt required vast carrying capacity. In Sweden’s total incoming shipping
capacity, salt cargoes claimed about one-third, and salt only just took second
place to the most demanding item—Baltic grain. The picture is very different
when we look at import values. In value, bulky salt made up about 5 per cent
of Sweden’s imports in 1734–37 and 1769–71—after grain, textiles, groceries,
tobacco, and even beverages.19 

15 Carlén 1997, p. 118.
16 Högberg 1969, pp. 222–224; Carlén 1997, p. 53.
17 Högberg 1969, p. 227.
18 In 1799 the Navigation Act was abolished after complains about salt shortage. Yet already in
1802 it was introduced again. Carlson 1971, p. 6. More important for decline of salt import after
1800 were the Napoleonic Wars. In 1801–08, significant quantities of salt came from Britain, as
re-exports. Högberg 1969, p. 224.
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This combination of large demand for carrying capacity and low commodity
value was a typical structural feature of Swedish trade, and it says much about
the economy of this trade. Staple commodities were bulky and heavy, conse-
quently relatively expensive to carry. In contrast, the Dutch and English trades
in southern Europe were dominated by luxury high value commodities, such as
cloth, silk, cotton, wine and sugar. 

The composition of Swedish cargoes was both an advantage and a disadvan-
tage in competition with other states. In comparison with the Dutch, English,
French and even the Danes, average Swedish value per cargo was low, and
relative transport costs high. However, this low-value cargo forced the Swedish
shipowners to employ large ships to push down their transport costs. There-
fore, the Swedish shipping capacity for chartering was somewhat cheaper than
in comparable nations. Nevertheless, this advantage should not be seen as the
primary reason for chartering a Swedish ship. There was no ‘average’ Swedish
ship; the large variation in capacity shows that there was room for very different
crafts. Each charter contract combined many factors; and a ship’s total capacity
and freight cost were only one of them. 

To summarise, in the course of the eighteenth century, the importance of
southern Europe as a destination of Swedish exports unquestionably increased.
In the iron trade, which was the major export sector in Swedish foreign trade,
the data (table 5.1) indicate that, from the late 1730s to the late 1780s, iron
exports to southern Europe at least doubled, and in the period 1770–1800,
between 20 and 30 per cent of Swedish iron was destined for this market. Sawn

19 Boëthius and Heckscher 1938, pp. 620–621; Historisk statistik för Sverige, vol. 3, 1972, (table
1.24).

Table 5.4: Incoming Swedish shipping from southern Europe and total salt imports

Year A Year B

1739/43   9,456 1741/50 10,000
1744/48 10,620
1749/53 14,250 1751/60 12,000
1769/71 17,793 1761/70 15,000
1774/75 22,995 1771/80 17,000
1776/80 19,884
1781/82 21,112 1781/90 19,000
1787/88,90 20,192
1791/95 16,840 1791/00 19,000
1796/00 16,173
1801/05 15,280 1801/05 20,000
1806/10   4,967
1812/13   4,873

Source and Notes: A=Incoming Swedish shipping from southern Europe (annual averages in 
lasts), (Heckscher 1940, p. 24); B=Swedish salt imports (ten-year averages in lasts), (Högberg 
1969, p. 21).
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timber exports also show a very dynamic pattern and southern Europe became
the major destination for Swedish sawn timber. For Stockholm, sawn timber
trade to the area was even more important; between 70 and 80 per cent of
Stockholm sawn timber was destined for southern Europe. The trade in tar and
pitch, crucial naval stores, also manifested both significant total growth and the
rising share of southern Europe. The 1770s and 1780s were the most dynamic
decades for all staple commodities.

This shift in Swedish foreign trade toward southern Europe was not the
result of any dramatic shift in global demand. Instead, two other non-eco-
nomic factors—one internal and one external—have to be mentioned. The
internal factor was Sweden’s ambitious trade policy. The encouragement of
Swedish trade and shipping in southern Europe was a key element of Sweden’s
eighteenth-century economic policy. The new institutional framework, part of
which was also the consular service, was its result. 

The external factor was the international demand for, firstly, carrying capac-
ity, and secondly, for Swedish staple commodities, especially during wartime.
The endemic warfare between the great maritime powers created a market for
neutrality shipping. From this point of view, the analysis of Swedish shipping
in southern Europe is a very appealing task. One hypothesis is that the late
eighteenth-century boom in demand for neutral shipping was a far more im-
portant factor in the growth of Swedish activities in southern Europe than
demand for Swedish commodities or foreign trade policy. In this perspective,
the growth of the Swedish commodity trade could primarily be explained as an
effect of Swedish shipping activities. However, without comparisons of profita-
bility between commodity trade and neutrality shipping, the answer is not
unambiguous, and we have no established basis to allow us to make such a
comparison.

5.3 Swedish shipping in southern Europe
In the course of the eighteenth century, Sweden’s total volume of incoming and
outgoing shipping capacity increased significantly. The total shipping volume
between 1734/36 and 1801/05 nearly doubled, from 136,000 lasts to 240,000
lasts annually, and the data also reveal that Swedish shipping successfully dis-
placed foreigners. The Swedish share in total in- and out-going shipping in-
creased from a half at the beginning of the period to over 80 per cent in the
1770s.20

Another indicator of the successful development in shipping is the number
of Swedish-registered ships, which quickly increased in the 1720s and 1730s.
But, after this initial increase connected with the introduction of the Swedish
Navigation Act, and after a plausible policy of change of flag in Dutch ship-
ping, the number of Swedish vessels stagnated at a level between 400 and 500

20 Heckscher 1940, p. 23; Högberg 1969, p. 12 (figure for 1718–19, 1720).
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until the 1770s (table 5.5). It is also noteworthy that the figures for the 1720s
and 1730s are not very impressive if compared to the shipping boom of the
early 1690s, when there were 750 Swedish-registered ships. An average tonnage
of a Swedish registered ship increased in the second half of the century, with the
exception of the years after the Russo-Swedish War of 1788–90. Then the most
likely explanation for the decline of average tonnage was the sale of Swedish
ships. During this war, many Swedish-registered ships changed flag, and disap-
peared from the Swedish register. Most probably these sales concerned the large
long-distance ships, which were abroad during this period of war.21      

21 Measurement of early modern shipping capacity is a complex task. For measurement of ship-
ping capacity, see Note on volume and weight units, measurement of shipping capacity, and
money. 

Table 5.5: Swedish-registered ships 1693–1806 (in lasts and metric tons)

Year Number of ships 
Total tonnage 
in lasts

Average tonnage 
per ship in lasts

Estimated tonnage 
per ship in metric 
tons

1693(a)    750
1723(a)    228
(1723)(b)  (100)   4,984 49.84 122
1724(ab)    348 
1726(ab)    480 21,000 43.75 107
1734(b)    329
1744–49(b) 18,000–22,000
1760(b)    456 26,003 57.02 140
1760(c)    572 32,667 57.11 140
1774(a)    664
1783(e)    976 70,714 72.45 177
1785(b)    900 57,466 63.85 156
1785(e) 1,014 70,526 69.55 170
1786(d) 1,224 (169,000 tons) (138 tons)
1790(b)    598 23,277 38.92   95
1795(b)    832 20,610 24.77   61
1795(e)    835 57,328 68.66 168
1799(b)    685 43,811 63.96 157
1800(c) 1,123 68,074 60.62 148
1800(e)    956 63,534 66.46 163
1804(e) 1,212 65,540 54.08 132
1806(e)    955 63,116 66.09 162

Sources: (a) Heckscher 1940, p. 22; It is not clear if the figure for 1693 also includes the Baltic 
Provinces. (b) Börjeson 1932, p. 265; (c) Carlson 1971, p. 18. (d) Johansen 1992, p. 484. A 
frequently cited estimate is that of the French government report dated 1786; the estimate ranks 
the Swedish merchant marine as Europe’s fifth. (e) Johnson 1957, p. 247.
Notes: The data are only roughly comparable. The major part of the data relates to the number 
of issued registration letters (fribrevsdiarier).Carlson’s data relate to the investigation of 1801. 
The registered tonnage of Swedish ships was measured in heavy lasts, equal to 2.448 metric tons. 
The Swedish-registered tonnage provides data on the carrying capacity (roughly deadweight 
tonnage) of Swedish ships.21
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The Sound Toll Register indicates very well the consequences of the Swedish
Navigation Act for Swedish shipping. It also clearly reveals the Act’s effect on
the Dutch shipping: between 1720 and 1730, the number of Dutch ships
destined for Sweden declined from about a hundred to almost none. In the
long run, the number of Swedish ships in the Sound increased from between
500 and 600 in 1700 to about 2,000 by 1783. According to Hans Christian
Johansen’s analysis of the Sound Toll Register in the 1784–95 period, the num-
ber of Swedish ships reached its peak in 1794, when 2,565 Swedish-registered
ships (including Finland and Swedish Pomerania) entered the Sound. At that
moment Sweden was the second largest shipping nation in the Sound, just
behind Britain and before Denmark and the Dutch Republic.22 

Due to shipmasters’ obligation to give information about ports of departure
and destinations, the Sound Toll Register provides data on the southern-Euro-
pean destinations and departures of Swedish ships. However, there is no guar-
antee that captains provided correct information and, in addition, the informa-
tion provided was often very unspecific. Another problem with the Sound Toll
Register, particularly as concerns southern Europe, is that it did not register the
ships sailing from Sweden’s west coast. 

Figure 5.1 shows that about one-quarter of the Swedish ships passing the
Sound was destined for southern Europe (on average 23.9 per cent according
to place of departure, and 25 per cent according to destination). However, due
to a higher average tonnage per ship, the share of southern Europe was in fact

22 Johansen 1983, p. 18.

Figure 5.1 Swedish ships passing the Sound, according to place of departure, 1700–83
Source: Bang and Korst 1930 (see also Appendix B)
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higher than the number of ships indicates. Eli F. Heckscher calculated the
Swedish carrying capacity destined for southern Europe (France, the Iberian
Peninsula, and the Mediterranean), and his data indicate that the share of ton-
nage destined for southern Europe was between 30 and 40 per cent.

The available data also point to two important conclusions: first, Swedish
shipping increased substantially; second, southern Europe played a crucial role
in that increase. The following section will analyse shipping to southern Europe
from another perspective.

5.4 Algerian passports and shipping beyond Cape 
Finisterre
In its ‘Article 4’, the peace treaty between Sweden and Algiers mentions the
duty of Swedish ships to prove their identity with a special passport issued by
the Swedish Board of Trade. The regulation concerning this passport, the so-
called Algerian passport, was published the following year (on 13 January
1730). As so many times before, the Swedish regulation followed the Dutch
model, and served itself as a model for the Danish regulation of 1747.23 

According to this regulation, all ships sailing beyond Cape Finisterre, the
north-westernmost point of the Iberian Peninsula, had to carry an Algerian
passport. Every passport was cut into two pieces, one of which was sent to

23 Olán 1921, pp. 66–68. On the Danish Algerian passports see Gøbel 1982–83, p. 80.

Table 5.6: Swedish shipping to France, the Iberian Peninsula and the Mediterra-
nean, 1739–1813

Year A B C D

1739/43   9,456 35.5   9,829 34.4
1744/48 10,620 32.9   9,066 25.5
1749/53 14,250 41.5 13,535 34.5
1769/71 17,793 27.1 16,194 22.0
1774/75 22,995 40.1 22,443 35.4
1776/80 19,884 28.7 18,932 26.6
1781/82 21,112 26.2 23,111 25.2
1787/88,90 20,192 37.7 17,107 34.4
1791/95 16,840 30.4 24,914 28.4
1796/00 16,173 25.8 20,102 21.5
1801/05 15,280 22.2 19,782 19.5
1806/10   4,967 10.3   7,640 11.1
1812/13   4,873 10.0 14,379 16.4

Source: Heckscher 1940, p. 24.
Note: A=Incoming tonnage from southern Europe (in lasts); B= Percentage of total incoming 
Swedish shipping; C= Outgoing tonnage to southern Europe (in lasts); D= Percentage of total 
outgoing Swedish shipping
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Algiers; the other one was kept on board ship. When corsairs inspected the
ship, the captain demonstrated the ship’s Swedish nationality with the requisite
piece of the passport.24

The control of the issuing of Algerian passports was very strict, because any
misuse placed in danger the entire Swedish policy towards the Barbary states. A
passport was issued for only one voyage to southern Europe and it had to be
returned to the Board of Trade as soon as possible after the ship’s homecoming:
both the dates of issue and return were noted at passport registers. When a ship

24 Krëuger 1856, p. 27, Svensson 1943, p. 295; Börjeson 1932, pp. 271–273. 

10. Algerian passport issued for the brig Sara (Gothenburg), dated 12 June, 1799,
Stockholm (Svenska flottans historia, vol. 2, 1943, pp. 528–529)
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was sold or wrecked, the passport had to be saved and sent to the nearest
consul, who forwarded it to Stockholm. In the course of the eighteenth cen-
tury, Algerian passports became more or less the identity documents of ships
sailing in southern waters. Therefore, in registers from 1765 onward, passports
are no longer called ‘Algerian’. The passports were issued until 1831.

Due to these strict procedures the preserved passport registers provide very
detailed data on Swedish long-distance shipping between 1739 and 1831. Sai-
ling beyond Cape Finisterre meant that registers included not only ships sailing
to the Iberian Peninsula and the Mediterranean, but also ships engaged in
transatlantic shipping and all Swedish East India Company vessels. 

The first preserved passport register is dated 1739; from this year on, how-
ever, the series is complete for ninety-three years (1739–1831). In this period

11. Algerian passport register 1739 (BoT SNA)
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the Board of Trade issued 30,546 passports, encompassing data on over 30,000
Swedish voyages beyond Cape Finisterre, or more than 300 vessels annually. 

Each entry in the series includes information on the name of the ship, cap-
tain, home port, number of guns (though not always), capacity, destination,
and dates of issue and return of the passport. The quality of information can be
examined from two perspectives. First, there is the question of reliability. Do
the passport registers cover all ships destined for the area, or were there many
ships sailing without passports? The comparison between the Danish Algerian
passport registers and the Sound Toll Register proved that an absolute majority
of ships provided with the passport were registered at the Sound as going to the
reported destinations. Other comparisons made for the Danish data proved the
Algerian passport register as being highly reliable.25 We have no reason to re-
gard the Swedish registers as less reliable. As mentioned above, the authorities
had strong reasons for keeping the control of the passport issuing procedure as
rigorous as possible. 

The second question concerns the quality of data in register entries. It is clear
that the most problematic information is the destination of the ship. First,
many destinations were given very summarily as the ‘Mediterranean’ or the
‘Western Sea’. Especially after 1800, destinations were seldom specified. Se-
cond, even if the specific destination was given, there is no guarantee that the
captain really went there. Third, the given destination was normally the first
port of call, which explains the strange fact that many ships applying for Alge-
rian passports were destined for St. Petersburg and other Baltic ports.26 

The following analysis of the Algerian Passport data focuses on the general
trends in the development of Swedish shipping and especially the effects of
neutrality. Detailed studies were made for only two specific years—1739 and
1786. Figure 5.2 shows the general pattern of increase, from 136 passports in
1739 to over 1,000 passports issued in 1815. Yet the increase was not steady;
on the contrary, the development was marked by a high degree of volatility.
Much of the volatility can be attributed to transition between peace and war-
time.

During the War of the Austrian Succession (1739–48), the number of
passports issued increased from 136 in 1739 to a maximum 173 in 1747, but it
declined again as early as 1748. The figures indicate no significant exploitation
of Swedish neutrality, and merely a minor decline during the Russo-Swedish
War 1741–43. In the next conflict, the Seven Years War, Sweden was drawn in
on the French side against Prussia, but it stayed neutral in relation to other
states. Swedish engagement in the war was unenthusiastic and did not affect
the shipping greatly—with the exception of the aforementioned Prussian pri-
vateers. Actually, during the war years the number of issued passports increased
by 70 per cent, from 132 in 1755 to 225 in 1764, which shows that Swedish

25 Gøbel 1982–83, pp. 91–92.
26 Gøbel 1982–83, p. 99.
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shipowners effectively exploited wartime conditions. After the war, the number
of issued passports declined to about 200, but clearly shipping remained at a
higher level than in the 1739–55 period. 

During the American War of Independence (1776–83), the number of is-
sued passports doubled, from 222 in 1775 to 441 in 1782. For Sweden and the
remaining neutral flags, the situation became particularly profitable after the
Dutch Republic’s entry into the war, in 1780, and after Russia, Denmark and
Sweden formed the Alliance of Armed Neutrality. The dramatic decline in the
number of passports, in 1788–90, was, of course, a consequence of the second
Russo-Swedish War. Nevertheless, as early as 1791, the number of issued pass-
ports reached the pre-war level (354 passports). Notably, the Danish merchant-
men quickly exploited the gap created by the Swedish absence in these years.27

The period 1793–1815 was one of endemic warfare, with a short break after
the Peace of Amiens 1802. On the one hand, the period provided neutrals with
unusually profitable opportunities. On the other hand, during the French Rev-
olutionary Wars, international law, and even neutrality itself, were not re-
spected. But at least in the first period of the wars (1793–1800), Swedish ship-
ping flourished. The number of issued passports increased from 257 in 1792 to
624 in 1800, in spite of the fact that the important area of French trade disap-
peared. From 1805, Sweden became involved in the pan-European conflict on
the British side, but due to the country’s relatively peripheral position, the
Swedes avoided direct warfare and instead exploited the Continental System.
For a couple of years, Swedish ports became loopholes of illicit traffic between
Britain and the continent.

27 Feldbæk 1997, p. 86.

Figure 5.2: Algerian passports issued in Sweden, 1739–1831
Source: Appendix D
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To illustrate neutrality’s importance for Swedish shipping, the period 1739–
1815 has been divided into nine peace and wartime phases (Table 5.7). To
underline the scale of variation, upper and lower points of the curve have been
chosen, which do not necessarily correspond to the beginning or the end of
wartime. Shipping under neutrality conditions depended very much on acces-
sible information—both rumours and reliable reports. Such information could
affect a shipowner’s decision even before the actual declaration of war.

Dan H. Andersen, the Danish maritime historian, has made a more detailed
analysis of the Danish Algerian passport registers in the period 1747–1807,
and his results do not diverge in any significant way from the view presented
here. His analysis of the Danish passport registers contains data from 15,190
voyages. The lower number in comparison with the Swedish registers is due
primarily to the fact that the Danes signed their treaties with the Barbary states
later than Sweden (see above).28

Denmark carried out a more consistent neutrality policy than Sweden. It
also seems to have exploited the wartime booms of the second half of the
century more efficiently than Sweden. In the course of the Seven Years War, the
number of Danish ships in the Mediterranean doubled, and it increased even
more in the French Revolutionary Wars 1793–1800.29 Despite its late start, by
1800 Denmark was a significantly larger carrier in southern waters than Swe-
den. The numbers of northern-European ships calling in Marseilles show how
Danish shipping passed the Swedish level by the late decades of the century
(figure 5.3). 

Yet Figure 5.3 also shows that Swedish shipping really was an important
player. According to Carrière’s data there were a total of 1,466 Swedish ships
calling at Marseilles in the period 1709–92, compared to 1,453 Danish, 2,749
British and 3,363 Dutch ships. The Scandinavian share is almost exactly one-
third; yet these figures do not include southern-European merchant marines.

28 In addition, there is a gap in the Danish sources in the years 1772–77. Andersen 2000, p. 13,
and Appendix C, pp. 331–332.
29 Andersen 2000, p. 2. For the Danish Mediterranean shipping, see also Johansen 1990.

Table 5.7: Variations in the number of issued Algerian passports in wartime and
peace, 1739–1815

1739–1748 War of the Austrian Succession 0 %
1749–1754 peace period - 30 %
1755–1764 Seven Years War + 70 %
1765–1775 peace period + 10 %
1776–1782 American War of Independence + 87 %
1783–1787 peace period - 5 %
1788–1789 Russo-Swedish War - 98 %
1792–1800 French Revolutionary Wars + 143 %
1802–1815 Napoleonic Wars + 86 %

Source: Appendix D
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Figure 5.3: Northern-European ships calling at Marseilles, 1709–92
Source: Carrière 1973, p. 1061.
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The figure confirms again the view of the Swedes as taking market shares from
belligerents—in Marseilles especially from the British. Data for ships calling at
Barcelona and Livorno show a similar pattern.30 In fact, the importance of
Scandinavian shipping in the Mediterranean was even greater because the
Scandinavian vessels were on average larger than the British.31 

Even if the similarities between Danish and Swedish neutrality shipping are
many, there are also significant differences. Denmark lacked large export com-
modities, with the exception of Norwegian fish and timber, and salt did not
play as crucial a role in Denmark as in Sweden. Danish vessels were primarily
carriers of foreign goods.

Another noteworthy difference was the capitals’ roles. In Sweden, Stockholm
was disproportionately over-represented in shipping to southern Europe. The
passport register of 1739 reveals Stockholm’s total dominance in shipping be-
yond Cape Finisterre. Seventy-two vessels (53 per cent) came from Stockholm,
and only eleven vessels (8 per cent) from Gothenburg, the second most impor-
tant seaport. Two Finnish seaports, Åbo (Turku) and Fredrikshamn, which
each sent out three large ships, are also worthy of mention. 

A half century later, in 1786, Stockholm had lost much of its dominance.
Partly, this was a consequence of the liberation of trade policy after 1765, for
example the opening of the Ostrobothnian trade. There were 118 entries for
ships registered in Stockholm (41 per cent) of a total 287 entries for this year.
The number of entries for Gothenburg ships increased four-fold to 42 ships
(15 per cent). However, the increase of provincial shipping was the most re-
markable fact. For example, the Pomeranian seaports, Wolgast, Barth and Stral-
sund, sent out as many as 22 ships, of which nine were based at the tiny seaport
of Barth. Many Pomeranian ships first went to the eastern Baltic (Riga, St.
Petersburg, Pernau) to acquire cargo for their southern voyages. The pattern
evinces some similarity with the shipping of the Danish Duchies.32

The opening of the Ostrobothnian export trade after 1765 is visible in over
20 passports issued in 1786 for ships from Jakobstad (Pietersaari), Uleåborg
(Oulu), Gamla Karleby (Kokkola), Brahestad (Raahe) and Åbo (Turku). In
contradistinction to the Pomeranian vessels, the Ostrobothnian ships were sail-
ing with cargoes directly to the Mediterranean. They specialised in the carrying
of bulky goods; their average tonnage was significantly larger than an average
Swedish tonnage.

What were the major destinations of the ships according to the registers? An
absolute majority of ships, about 70 per cent both in 1739 and 1786, declared
France, the Iberian Peninsula and the Mediterranean as their first destinations.
As regards the remaining 30 per cent, it is very likely that many of these ships

30 Andersen 2000, pp. 4, 81.
31 Johansen 1992, p. 482.
32 Pomeranian merchant fleet made a very substantial part of the Swedish shipping capacity.
According to the investigation of 1801, about one-quarter of the Swedish merchant tonnage was
registered in Swedish Pomerania (Carlson 1971, p. 18).
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continued from their first destination to the Mediterranean, especially the ships
with their first call at St. Petersburg, Königsberg, Pernau or Riga.

In Denmark, Copenhagen did not play the same role in shipping, and trade
in southern Europe was very much the business of the Duchies. In 1747–71,
57 per cent of Algerian passports were issued for ships from the Duchies, and
only 17 per cent for Denmark proper (in fact, Copenhagen). The leading ports
in Danish shipping in southern Europe were Flensborg, Altona and Åbenrå.33

As we look at the total Danish merchant tonnage, we may see that Norway’s
share was a half, but from the beginning only about a quarter of the Algerian
passports were issued for Norwegian-registered ships. The Norwegian share,
however, increased and, in the period 1793–1807, the shares of the Duchies
and Norway were equal, at 39 per cent each.34 It is clear that the Copenhagen

33 Andersen 2000, pp. 99–101, 221.
34 Feldbæk 1983, p. 4.

Table 5.8: Destinations of ships in Algerian passport registers

Destination 
Number of 
ships 

Tonnage 
(in lasts)

Percentage 
of tonnage 

1739 

Portugal 35 3,950.50 32.92
France 45 2,739.75 22.83
Mediterranean, Spain, 
Levant 25 2,291.00 19.09
Dutch Republic 10 910.00 7.58
‘England and Ireland’ 12 851.50 7.09
Remainder 
(including SOIK ships) 9 1,285.00 10.70
Total 136 12,027.75 100.00

1786

Mediterranean 88 10,330.75 34.12
France 67 5,725.00 18.91
Portugal 43 4,738.00 15.65
Spain 12 1,903.00 6.29
‘England and Ireland’ 17 1,417.00 4.68
West Sea [sic] 27 2,182.00 7.20
North Sea [sic] 6 546.00 1.80
the West Indies, 
St. Barthélemy 4 454.00 1.50
Remainder (including 
the Baltic, SOIK ships) 23 2,979.00 9.84
Total 287 30,274.75 100.00

Source: See figure 5.2. There are many unspecified destinations (the so-called ‘West Sea’, the 
‘North Sea’, the ‘Spanish Sea’, the Mediterranean, etc.).
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shipowners did not play the same role in their country’s Mediterranean ship-
ping as did their Stockholm counterparts.

By 1806, there were about 2,400 ships over ten lasts registered in Denmark,
Norway and the Duchies. The Danish tonnage was between 120,000 and
136,000 commercial lasts (250,000–350,000 long tons).35 This may be com-
pared to the 1,000 Swedish-registered ships in 1805 with a tonnage of 65,000
lasts (160,000 metric tons) (see table 5.5). It is clear that the Danish merchant
marine was significantly larger in total; however, looking at the number of
issued Algerian passports, and calls at Marseilles, Barcelona, Cadiz and
Livorno, the difference in southern Europe was not as large. In southern Eu-
rope, the Danish and Swedish merchant marines were pretty equal. This also
indicates that Sweden employed a comparatively larger share of its tonnage
than Denmark in southern Europe. 

Both the Danish and Swedish registers of Algerian passports bear witness to
a spectacular increase in shipping activities. Denmark and Sweden took market
shares from the combatant maritime powers—Britain, France, Spain, and
partly also the Dutch Republic—and in both cases, neutrality was a crucial
factor. However, both the Danes and the Swedes should have lost their market
share as soon as the wars finished if neutrality had been the only explanation for
Scandinavian shipping expansion. 

The question has drawn much attention in Denmark. Since the late nine-
teenth century, there was an established view that the late eighteenth-century
shipping boom was ‘built on sand’. Contemporary Danish historians have ques-
tioned this view. For example, Hans Christian Johansen argued, in a number of
works based on the analysis of the Sound Toll Register, that the increase in
shipping was more stable and less dependent on wartime booms than has been
stated. The underlying structural factors, such as Denmark’s advantageous geo-
graphical situation, her low wages, and the demand for Norwegian timber and
Norwegian fish, played the decisive role in the development of Danish ship-
ping.36 Ole Feldbæk, and recently Dan H. Andersen, have emphasized once
again the importance of international political conditions, and they have high-
lighted the neutrality strategy as a key factors. Feldbæk’s approach is mainly a
combination of economic and diplomatic history, yet he, too, explicitly states
that: ‘Shipping and trade under the Danish flag during the eighteenth century
were not in themselves based on the exploitation of neutrality.’37 

In the case of Danish Mediterranean shipping, Dan H. Andersen and Hans-
Joachim Voth have analysed the effect of Danish neutrality in comparison with
the effect of the relative competitiveness of Danish wages. Their conclusion is
that, ‘No more than two-thirds of the rise in Danish shipping output can be
attributed to the benefits of neutrality.’38 

35 Lindvall 1917, p. 422.
36 Johansen 1983 and Johansen 1990, on the debate see Andersen and Voth 2000, p. 8.
37 Feldbæk 1983, p. 7.
38 Andersen and Voth 2000, p. 23.



154

The question of whether Danish shipping in the late eighteenth century was
indeed ‘built on sand’ or not is also highly relevant for Sweden. As regards the
importance of neutrality, the answer is clear. The effects of neutrality on the
volume of shipping have been clearly demonstrated above (see especially table
5.7). However, to prove the sound economic basis of Sweden’s shipping busi-
ness in southern Europe we have to look more closely at its economic structure.
We have to compare the productivity and, if possible, profitability of Swedish
shipping with other competing merchant marines. We also have to weigh the
total costs and profits of the shipping and trade sector (including public costs)
against the other economic sectors.

5.5 Labour productivity in Swedish shipping in southern 
Europe
It has been noted (chapters 1 and 3, above) that the main reason for the rather
pessimistic view of Swedish eighteenth-century shipping lay with Eli F. Heck-
scher’s assessment of the Swedish Navigation Act. Heckscher presupposed that
foreign shipping, notably Dutch shipping, was more productive than Swedish.
However, his empirical arguments mainly concerned price indicators. He pro-
vides no direct evidence of low productivity in Swedish shipping, and there are
no other studies which confirm his assumption. In addition, his evidence based
on price indicators has been questioned.39 

An attempt to analyse productivity, essentially labour productivity, in Swed-
ish shipping will be made in this section. The analysis is related to two main
questions. The first one concerns the comparative situation of Swedish shipping.
How productive/competitive was the Swedish merchant fleet in comparison
with other European merchant fleets? The second question is related to the first.
This study has stressed that Swedish shipping grew substantially in the late
eighteenth century, yet we do not know to what degree that growth should be
attributed to factors of protectionism (stressed by Heckscher as the most impor-
tant), of Sweden’s neutrality (highlighted above), or of the productivity of Swed-
ish shipping. The present writer’s aim is not to evaluate the impact of those
factors in quantitative terms; they complemented each other. Nevertheless it is
clear that protectionism was a stronger factor in the first decades of the system,
whereas neutrality became a large advantage mainly in the period 1776–1815. 

There are many methods for measuring productivity in shipping. Perhaps
the most reliable way is an analysis of records at enterprise level. Unfortunately,
the research undertaken in this area in Sweden is rather limited, and relates
mainly to later periods. Moreover, a high productivity level for one shipping
firm does not necessarily allow us to posit a high overall productivity for Swed-
ish shipping in general.

39 Carlén 1997, pp. 247 ff.
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Frequently, the measurement of productivity in early modern shipping
combines a number of different methods (see part 1.3). The examination of
freight rates is a classical method. Other measurement techniques focus on
wage developments, tons-per-man ratios, tons-per-gun ratios, turnaround
times in harbour, and other indicators.40 The measurement of the average size
of vessels and tons-per-man ratio will be employed here. The results, however,
must be interpreted cautiously. First, the eighteenth-century shipping market
consisted of many segments, dependent on the varying demand of agents.
Hence, the impressive size of, or a high labour productivity level on, one par-
ticular vessel does not necessarily imply a high overall productivity level of a
merchant marine.

Second, the measuring of average size of ship and tons-per-man ratios, and
comparisons between different merchant fleets based on these ratios, entail
many practical problems. The methods of measurement of a vessel’s tonnage
differ from time to time, and from state to state, which makes all calculations
and comparisons tentative. The problems with measurement of tonnage are the
major reason why all calculations here are made in lasts; conversions to metric
tons (roughly long tons) are made only for the purpose of comparisons. 

According to data presented in table 5.5, in the course of the century the
average registered tonnage of an eighteenth-century Swedish merchant craft
varied between 50 and 60 lasts. However, ships sailing beyond Cape Finisterre
were much larger. In 1739, 136 ships were listed in the passport register, with a
total tonnage of 12,100 lasts, which makes an average of 89 lasts per ship (220
metric tons). This average includes three very large Swedish East India Com-
pany ships; however, there were also other spacious vessels. For example, Char-
itas and Fortuna from Åbo had respective tonnages of 300 and 250 lasts (730
and 610 metric tons). 

In 1786, five decades later, the number of ships with Algerian passports was
287, with a total tonnage of 30,270 lasts. The average tonnage per ship in-
creased to 105 lasts (260 metric tons). There was also a notable increase in the
average tonnage per craft; yet we have to be cautious in positing too rapid a rate
of growth. First, the tonnage per craft varied between 30 and 300 lasts, and the
calculated average increase of 16 lasts disappears easily within this range of
variation. Second, the figures for Swedish ships entering the Mediterranean in
the period 1774–92 (table 5.9) indicate no increase in average tonnage. The
average tonnage of these ships oscillated around 120 lasts (290 metric tons).

An average Swedish vessel provided with an Algerian passport also had a
tonnage of about 89 lasts (220 metric tons) in 1739 and about 105 lasts (260
metric tons) in 1786. Vessels entering the Mediterranean seem to have been
larger, on average 120 lasts (290 metric tons), in the 1774–92 period. In spite
of all the obstacles to comparison, these are rather impressive figures. Danish

40 The majority of the articles focusing on productivity in shipping has been based on study of
freight rates (North 1968; North 1994; Ville 1986; Harley 1988; Menard 1991).
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vessels in the Mediterranean had an average tonnage of under 150 tons.41 Ac-
cording to Ralph Davis’s classic study of English shipping in the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries, a typical English-flagged vessel entering the Baltic in
the 1760s had a tonnage of over 300 tons, and carriers in the English-Norwe-
gian timber trade could have tonnages of between 300 and 350 tons. But
English vessels employed in the southern-European trade had much lower ton-
nages. In 1766, the average figure was just above 100 tons for a vessel going to
Spain and Portugal, and 148 tons for a vessel going to Italy and Greece.42

London vessels employed in the transatlantic trade (1750–70) had tonnages
varying between 168 and 182 tons.43 

These figures highlight shipping in the northern waters as being something
very different from Mediterranean or transatlantic shipping. The same discrep-
ancy between Baltic or North Sea shipping and shipping in the Mediterranean
or the Atlantic was also typical for the Dutch.44 In general, the average size of

41 Andersen 2000, pp. 294–298. The Danish tonnage data, in commercial lasts, express ship’s
carrying capacity; so they are comparable with the Swedish data. 
42 Davis 1962, on the Baltic shipping, p. 221; on the timber trade, p. 214; on Portugal and
Spain, p. 243; and on Italy and Greece, p. 256. The most productive was shipping in England’s
coal trade (Ville 1986).
43 Menard 1991, p. 261. For London/New York, London/Virginia and London/Jamaica routes,
in the 1710–1769 period, see also French 1987, p. 630.
44 Bruijn 1990, p. 180.

Table 5.9: Swedish ships in the Mediterranean, 1774–92

Year
Number 
of ships

Total tonnage 
(in lasts) 

Average tonnage 
per ship (in lasts)

1774 139 14,577 104.87
1775 142 21,901 154.23
1776 142 16,906 119.06
1777 131 15,773 120.40
1778 155 18,278 117.92
1779 116 14,594 125.81
1780 68 7,886 115.97
1781 96 11,966 124.64
1782 99 10,579 106.86
1783 151 17,692 117.17
1784 133 17,175 129.14
1785 205 23,699 115.60
1786 132 18,195 137.84
1787 227 27,621 121.68
1788 167 18,766 112.37
1789 113 11,737 103.86
1790 100 10,673 106.73
1791 182 20,548 112.90
1792 146 17,582 120.42
1774–92 2,644 316,148 119.57

Source: Desfeuilles 1956, p. 344.
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ships on specific routes did not change greatly during the eighteenth century.
Examples of both Baltic and transatlantic shipping indicate rather large varia-
tions and stagnant averages.45 

Of course, an average tonnage figure does not say much about the labour
productivity of shipping. When we look at tons-per-man ratios on board, we
can compare labour productivity for the first time. The tons-per-man ratios for
Swedish vessels in southern Europe can be calculated with the help of the
shipping lists of the Mediterranean consuls, which, occasionally, included data
on crews. These scattered data do not provide a basis for any long-term and
systematic analysis. However, they are sufficient to indicate average crew sizes
on Swedish vessels, and subsequently help us to estimate Swedish tons-per-man
ratios. 

The average ratio was also an impressive 22 metric tons per man on board;
this is also about five men per 100 tons.46 As usually, averages hide variations.
Small vessels had notably higher manning levels than large vessels. For instance,
the galleass Anna Elisabeth, 38 lasts (93 metric tons), home-port Udevalla, had
a crew of seven. Its ratio of 13 metric ton/man was lower than the Swedish
average. The ship Resolution, based at the same port, had a tonnage of 350 lasts
(c. 857 metric tons) but a crew of only twenty-four men. Its ratio was almost 36
metric tons per man. This limited sample of 150 Cadiz ships and their crews
also indicates that the Swedish merchant marine enjoyed rather a high level of
labour productivity.

The Danish tons-per-man ratios, according to the calculations made for the
1748–69 period, were 10.5–15.51 tons per man. For the 1778–1807 period,
more comparable with the Swedish data from Cadiz, the ratios were 13.18–

45 Walton 1967.
46 Another way to calculate labour productivity is in men/100 ton ratio, see for example, Kauki-
ainen 1991, pp. 106–107; Ojala 1999, pp. 164–165.

Table 5.10: Tons-per-man ratios on board, based on shipping lists from Cadiz,
1777–95

Year
Number of 
ships 

Tonnage (in 
lasts) Manpower

Lasts-per-man 
on board

Estimated metric 
tons per man on 
board

1777   28   4,652     497 9.36 23
1785   77 10,074  1,136 8.87 22
1795   45   4,143     497 8.34 20
Total 150 18,869  2,130 8.86 22

Source: Consul Gahn to the Board of Trade, Shipping lists 1777, 1785, 1795, Cadiz 1719–1802, 
E VI aa 67, BoT SNA.
Note: The Swedish East India ships have been excluded from the table, because of their much 
larger crews. An average tonnage calculation of this sample of 150 vessels gives 126 lasts per 
vessel.
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20.54 tons per man.47 The tons-per-man ratios in transatlantic shipping were
markedly lower. Christopher J. French’s data for the 1710–1769 period indi-
cate ratios of 8–10 tons per man, though increasing over the course of the
time.48 According to the estimates by Jan Lucassen and Richard W. Unger, the
English, Dutch and French overall ratios varied between 10 and 18 tons per
man in the course of the eighteenth century, also slightly lower than the Swed-
ish average from Cadiz.49 The Swedish ratios are also at least as high or even
higher than those obtaining in the other merchant marines. 

The sample of the vessels entering Cadiz also indicates that an average Swed-
ish crew consisted of 14 men.50 This is very close to the English average of 14
men on board for ships going to the Baltic. But English ships going to the
Mediterranean had on average 32 men.51 Reasons for these differences were, of
course, connected to the different kinds of ships employed in the English Med-
iterranean trade. Again, the Swedish figures indicate rather high labour produc-
tivity. 

The labour productivity of the sample is connected to the high average ton-
nage of vessels entering Cadiz; 126 lasts per ship, also slightly more than the
average 120 lasts for the Mediterranean (table 5.9), and significantly more than
the average 105 lasts based on the Algerian passports of 1786. The combina-
tion of small crews and large shipping capacity appears to be a consequence of
the ‘bulky’ Swedish trade. Indeed, the introduction of the technique of bulk
carrying, in combination with risk-reducing measures taken by the state, might
be perceived as the typical Swedish pattern in southern-European shipping.
The Dutch, English and French competitors of the Swedes carried out the same
risk-reducing measures, but they shipped cargoes of high-valued commodities
(silk, cotton, wine). In this trade, high tons-per-man ratios were not a decisive
comparative advantage, and so hardly a priority.

In general, there was an increase in the productivity of early modern ship-
ping but it was rather slow. The highly productive technique of carrying cheap
bulky cargoes had been known and employed in northern Europe as early as
the early seventeenth century, yet it was apparently difficult to introduce the
technique on other routes.52 

Low wages are also often mentioned as a comparative advantage of neutral
shipping. In wartime, the British navy competed for able sailors with the mer-
chant marine, with surging wage costs as a consequence. For example, the

47 Andersen 2000, pp. 295–296. (The Danish commercial lasts were converted into tons by
ratios 2–2.6 tons per last, due to the uncertainty of Danish lasts-per-ton ratio, and the hidden
moderation of official tonnage by 1/6. Despite this cautious calculation the present Swedish
averages per ship are significantly larger.) 
48 French 1987, pp. 630–631.
49 Lucassen and Unger 2000, p. 131.
50 Compare with manning of ships from Ostrobothnian seaport Gamla Karleby (Kokkola), Ojala
1997a.
51 Lucassen and Unger 2000, p. 138.
52 Davis 1962, p. 223; Menard 1991, p. 270; Bruijn 1990, pp. 74–75.
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Danish wages were two-thirds of the British in peacetime. But during the
French Revolutionary Wars the Danish sailors became as much five times
cheaper than their British counterparts.53 Yet it is also important to point out
that even neutral wages followed wartime booms: the Danish sailors were much
better paid in 1756–63, 1776–83, and after 1793, than in years of peace.54

Even the Swedish seamen’s wages were significantly lower than wages in
other merchant marines. The Swedish seamen leaving Swedish vessels abroad
and taking hire on foreign ships provide indirect evidence of this fact. The
reports of Swedish consuls are full of such cases.55 Contemporaneous compari-
sons of wages provide more exact evidence. For example, information on wages
dating from the peace year of 1768 tells us that Swedish wages were between
one-half and one-third lower than the wages of competitors (Britain, France,
the Dutch Republic, Venice and Denmark).56 

In summary, the available data indicate that Swedish shipping beyond Cape
Finisterre, and especially within the Mediterranean, had rather higher produc-
tivity and lower running costs than its competitors. Yet we should not overrate
these comparative advantages. In the Swedish case, the pattern of shipping was
linked to the rather unfavourable composition of inward and outward cargoes.
And the factor of protection-costs reduction was more significant in southern-
European shipping than in northern Europe. Basically, the economy of Swed-
ish shipping in southern Europe rested on a combination of relatively high
labour productivity, low costs and neutrality. Yet it is important to stress that
these factors are inseparable. The introduction of the ‘Baltic and North Sea–
shipping pattern’ by the Swedes in southern Europe was a consequence of the
combination of low protection costs and the commodity structure of Swedish
trade. 

5.6 Costs and benefits of Swedish shipping 
The Danish debate on the character of eighteenth-century shipping had its
parallel in the Swedish discourse on the use and abuse of the Navigation Act. As
noted above, there was criticism of the Act even before its enactment, and this
critique continued throughout the remainder of the century. Two works may
be cited as typical examples, one defending and one attacking the principles of
Sweden’s economic policy in shipping. The first is a speech given by Claes Grill
at the Swedish Academy of Sciences in 1749, which defended the necessity of
maintaining a Swedish merchant fleet, built in Sweden. Grill’s arguments were

53 Andersen 2000, pp. 287–288.
54 Andersen 2002, pp. 27–30.
55 Another indirect evidence is the recurrent issuing of pardonplakat for runaway seamen in the
late eighteenth century; see Müller 2000, p. 350.
56 Börjeson 1932, p. 345–347. Examples of crew costs of a Dutch and a Swedish vessel in
Marseilles, in 1760, confirm the account. Dutch wage costs were about 380 guilders, whereas the
wage costs of the Swedish ship was 234 guilders.
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based on his expertise regarding Sweden’s trading conditions. He simply calcu-
lated how much Sweden—supposedly—earned or saved by building and em-
ploying its own ships. Yet Claes Grill was a leading member of the Stockholm
merchant elite—the so-called quayside-nobility—and a leading shipowner and
shipbuilder. No doubt he was speaking in his own interest at least as much as in
that of the country.57 

In 1765, on the other hand, Anders Chydenius attacked the Navigation Act
in a pamphlet revealingly entitled ‘The source of the country’s misery’ (Källan
till rikets Wan-magt). Neither can Chydenius be seen as an unbiased observer.
His polemic was written in the heat of the political struggle between the Hats
and the Caps in the 1760s, and Hat economic policy was one of his targets.58

Above, we have already met another outspoken participant in this struggle,
Anders Bachmanson Nordencrantz.

Despite the criticism of the 1760s, the protection policy and Navigation Act
continued to survive in the Gustavian period (1772–1809). However, the de-
bate over the costs and benefits did not disappear. During the Gustavian years,
the debate concerned the most costly element of the protection policy, the
Convoy Office. As mentioned earlier, the fees (extra licenten) paid to the Con-
voy Office Fund were completely insufficient to finance its duties, despite
many increases over time. On a couple of occasions, the government attempted
to reorganize the Convoy Office in order to make it less expensive, and in
1791, the Convoy Office was even closed down. Yet the new organizational
structures which replaced it did not function any better, and in 1797 the Con-
voy Office was re-established with the same duties and organization as before.59

In 1801, an investigation was initiated with aim of analysing Sweden’s pro-
tection system and comparing its costs and benefits. The investigation’s conclu-
sions, less partial than the previous debates on the issue, provided a strong
argument for keeping the system alive. The investigation paid major attention
to Sweden’s protection system in southern Europe, including the consular serv-
ice, the peace treaties with the Barbary states, and convoying: all functions
carried out by the Convoy Office. 

According to the conclusions of the investigation, the Swedish commodity
trade was insufficient profitably to employ all of the Swedish shipping capacity,
and so shipping in foreign service was necessary for the survival of the Swedish
shipping industry. Yet Swedish ships would be chartered only if the Swedish flag
were respected and secure. Therefore it was essential to keep the whole system,
including the consular service and peace treaties, in being. According to the
investigators, Swedish shipping within the Mediterranean employed a carrying
capacity of between 12,000 and 15,000 lasts, and it gave jobs to 15,000 people.
The overall shipping volume beyond Cape Finisterre was estimated at between
30,000 and 32,000 lasts. If Sweden abandoned southern European tramp ship-

57Grill 1749. On Claes Grill see Müller 1998.
58 Chydenius 1765.
59 Carlson 1971, pp. 8–11.
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ping, the extra costs in salt carriage alone were estimated at one million rixdol-
lars. In addition, the Swedish merchant fleet would be reduced by one-third,
and numerous jobs would disappear. The investigators also noted that tramp
shipping in wartime was highly profitable, and that income from tramp shipping
during the American War of Independence significantly contributed to the
success of the 1776 monetary reform, and it made possible to import large
quantities of grain in the beginning of the 1780s. The conclusion was that, in
spite of high costs, the system was profitable in the long term.60 The protection
system, as well as the Convoy Office, survived, and Sweden continued to employ
its special maritime position even during the Napoleonic Wars. 

The 1801 investigation’s picture of Swedish shipping in southern Europe
and of its overall importance does not differ from the account presented here.
The analysis of the Algerian passports shows that, from the mid-1770s, there
were between 300 and 400 ships sailing beyond Cape Finisterre annually. Due
to the fact that many ships continued to sail with the same passport even in the
following year, most probably the number of ships engaged in southern-Euro-
pean shipping at a specific moment was even greater. With an estimated ton-
nage per vessels of at least 100 lasts, this represents a total tonnage of between
30,000 and 40,000 lasts annually—with the exception of the years of the
Russo-Swedish War. The Algerian passport registers indicate that, in the late
eighteenth century, half of the Swedish merchant tonnage was regularly sailing
beyond Cape Finisterre.

In the following section we will make a more specific attempt to compare the
costs of Sweden’s protection system with the ‘guesstimate’ of the capital em-
ployed in Swedish shipping beyond Cape Finisterre, and look at the likely
business profitability of Swedish shipping. Due to the complete accounts cover-
ing the outlays of the Convoy Office, we are able to make an estimate of the
state protection costs of Swedish shipping in southern Europe.61 These costs
did not include the protection costs of single shipping enterprises, such as
insurance premiums, higher wages caused by wartime risks, cost of guns and
powder, and other expenses. Nevertheless, the Convoy Office outlays indicate
the level of the ‘public’ protection costs. They include three major items: ex-
penditure on the consular service, gifts to the North-African rulers, and outlays
for convoys. Both the total costs and the proportional shares of the major items
varied. The consular service was the most stable item, whereas the cost of the
gifts could fluctuate very widely. 

Table 5.11 summarises the data for the Convoy Office outlays in the peace
and wartime periods. It confirms the view that the outlays did not expand
greatly until about 1760. The high average costs in the 1760s, above 500,000
d.s.m. annually, were a consequence of the expensive peace with Morocco

60 Krëuger 1856, p. 31; Åmark 1961, p. 761; Carlson 1971, pp. 13, 17–19; Högberg 1964, pp.
19–20.
61 The following analysis is based on the table of accounts of the Convoy Office 1726–1809
(Åmark 1961, pp. 762–775), see Appendix E. 
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(1764). Then, in the course of the 1770s and 1780s, the Office outlays de-
clined. After the beginning of the French Revolutionary Wars, the protection
costs of Swedish shipping increased very substantially, which factor explains
both the attempts to reorganise the system and the investigation of 1801. The
growth in cost was partly a consequence of new gifts sent to North-African
rulers, partly a consequence of convoying. The average annual cost in the pe-
riod 1793–1800 was over 1 million d.s.m. However, as the war and the follow-
ing peace treaty with Tripoli revealed, costs could increase even more. Thus in
1804, the Convoy Office outlays  reached 784,660 rixdollars (4.7 million
d.s.m.), with the cost of the Tripoli peace alone accounting for 650,000 rixdol-
lars.

Apparently the Convoy Office outlays, especially after 1792, were rather
high compared to the estimated capital stock invested in shipping beyond Cape
Finisterre. It appears that, even in the profitable 1770s and 1780s, the public
protection costs per ship employed in southern waters were at least a 1,000
d.s.m.

If the state protection policy was so expensive how profitable was the ship-
ping business at a micro-level? There is no specialised study of the profitability
of a Swedish shipping enterprise from the eighteenth century. Yet there are
some data on the profitability of specific enterprises from the thriving Ostro-
bothnian ports, which took part in the Swedish shipping to southern Europe.

Table 5.11: The average number of Swedish ships and tonnage employed beyond
Cape Finisterre 1739–1800. Estimates of the annual capital stock in tonnage and
annual outlays of the Convoy Office.

Years A B C D

1739–1748 146 14,600 2.19–4.38 0.07
1749–1755 149 14,900 2.24–4.48 0.14
1756–1763 173 17,300   2.6–5.19 0.30
1764–1775 217 21,700 3.26–6.51 0.55
1776–1783 316 31,600 4.74–9.48 0.47
1784–1787 342 34,200 5.13–10.26 0.33
1788–1790   93   9,300   1.4–2.79 0.26
1791–1792 305 30,500 4.58–9.15 0.09
1793–1800 449 44,900 6.74–13.47 1.17

Source: Figure 5.2 and Appendices D, E, and F.
Notes:
A: Average annual number of Algerian passports issued (See Appendix D)
B: Estimate of the annual Swedish tonnage employed beyond Cape Finisterre (in lasts). The 
calculation is based on the rough estimate of an average 100-lasts vessel and average number of 
Algerian passports issued.
C: Capital stock (in million d.s.m.) in the shipping beyond Cape Finisterre, based on (B) and a 
‘guesstimate’ of ship value per last 150–300 d.s.m. (for guesstimate, see Appendix F)
D: Average annual outlays of the Convoy Office (in million d.s.m., see Appendix E). The figure 
for the 1739–48 period is based on an average of the 1726–48 outlays. Calculations for the 
1778–1800 period are based on new rixdollars (1 rixdollar=6 d.s.m.) 
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Calculations of profitability by the Finnish historian Jari Ojala are based on the
ship’s value as capital stock.62 For the first decades after 1800, the figures from
Ostrobothnian shipping enterprises show that normal long-term levels of prof-
itability were about 10 per cent. Yet during wartime, profitability was much
higher. The shipping business of the merchant house of Donner from Gamla
Karleby (Kokkola) in 1793–1815 had an astonishing return of 35 per cent on
invested capital. In some cases the returns could be as much as 100 per cent,
which means that the vessel paid for its building costs in one voyage.63 Such
profits, of course, were exceptional; yet they let us understand why the number
of ships sailing to southern Europe increased so much in wartime.

There are other examples of the shipping profitability of neutral ships. In
particular, the Danish case is enlightening, due to the similarity of business
conditions. Detailed analysis of three Danish ships from Flensborg sailing in
the 1783–1812 period again clearly reveals a very sharp difference between
peacetime and wartime shipping. The first ship’s (Der Junge Hinrich) seven
voyages in the peacetime years 1783–91 ended in an overall loss. The two other
ships (Die Einigkeit and Die Harmonie) sailed in the war years 1793–1807, and
earned excellent profits. Die Einigkeit, a smaller vessel (valued at 22,000 marks
in 1793) earned 2,000 marks annually, while Die Harmonie (building costs of
22,000 marks) earned 3,000 marks annually. The period 1801–07 in particular
was a golden age, in which Die Harmonie earned 4,000 marks annually.64 

Studies of long-term profitability in Dutch shipping in the eighteenth and
the beginning of the nineteenth centuries show returns of 10 per cent and
more. Yet, as in the case of the Ostrobothnian and Danish ships, the variations
were huge. Of a sample of thirty-six ships analysed for the 1740–1830 period,
one-third did not return invested capital, the remaining two-thirds made such
profits that the total return of the sample’s capital stock was over 10 per cent.65 

Ralph Davis’ examples of eighteenth-century English shipping provide evi-
dence of modest profitability. By 1770 a typical English ship of 120 tons, in the
Malaga trade, afforded a slim 4.8 per cent profit. Yet the profitability was very
much dependent on whether peace or wartime conditions prevailed. For exam-
ple, freight per ton of cargo destined for the Iberian Peninsula almost tripled
from 30 shillings in 1754–55 to 80 shillings during the Seven Years War, giving
substantial profits.66

62 Ship values are based on building costs, probate inventories and sales of ships. The operating
costs include wages, insurance, brokerage, port dues, outfit for voyage, and annual depreciation.
Ojala points out the problem with cargoes owned by shipowners. In such a situation, it is extre-
mely difficult to separate shipping from commodity trade. For details, see Ojala 1999, p. 427.
63 Ojala 1997a, p. 18; Ojala 1999, p. 427.
64 Ventegodt estimated the ship value of Der Junge Hinrich at 10,000 marks, which makes a loss
rate 2 per cent, Die Enigkeit was valued at 22,000 marks in 1793, which makes a profit rate 10
per cent, and the building value of Die Harmonie was 22,000, with profitability 13.6 per cent
until 1801 and 18 per cent 1801–07. The figures demonstrate clearly the differences between
profitability of shipping in peace and wartime (Ventegodt 1989, pp. 36, 37, 190–238)
65 Bruijn 1990, pp. 180–183.
66 Davis 1962, pp. 362, 379.
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The Swedish data do not provide any basis for such an estimate of profitabil-
ity. However, the 1801 investigation mentions that in the 1790s only freights
on the Portugal routes earned 250,000 rixdollars (1.5 million d.s.m).67 In war-
time, by 1800, the freight returns of Swedish shipping made up a half of Swe-
den’s total export income.68

These examples of Swedish, Danish, Dutch and English ships say something
about the character of the eighteenth-century shipping business in general. It
was a business with a substantial initial capital stake (building and outfitting a
ship) and quite high and predictable running costs (wages, victuals, port
charges, repairs, and insurance premiums). For neutrals, such as Sweden and
Denmark, running costs did not vary as much as for belligerents. Shipping
under a belligerent flag had to contend with both increased wages, due to the
competition for seamen between the navy and the merchant marine, and in-
creased insurance premiums. The level of freight rates depended very much on
whether peace or wartime conditions prevailed, and they were higher for both
neutrals and belligerents in wartime. Consequently, ships made considerable
profits during the wars and tried to keep afloat in peacetime. The central fea-
tures of eighteenth-century shipping point to the general vulnerability of the
whole business. 

5.7 Conclusions 
The concern of this chapter was to offer a description of the development of
Swedish trade and shipping to, and within, southern Europe. The picture of
the commodity trade presented here was based on the available studies, whereas
the chapter’s portrait of shipping combined established data with a fresh analy-
sis of the Algerian passport registers and consular reports. Much more attention
has been paid to the issue of shipping, especially neutrality shipping, not only
because shipping has hitherto received limited attention in the economic his-
tory of eighteenth-century Sweden, but also because the shipping interests have
been presented here as a more important driving force in Sweden’s engagement
in southern Europe.

In the course of the century, Swedish shipping became a means of balancing
freight income against the unfavourable structure of the country’s commodity
trade, even if this was not the primary aim of trade policy from the 1720s. Not
surprisingly, there are no useful official data on Swedish tramp shipping in
southern Europe.69 Nevertheless, there are data available that indicate the ship-
ping industry’s importance. First, there is qualitative evidence in the consular
reports. Swedish consuls often reported both on Swedish tramp shipping in
their regions and on the profitable shipping opportunities that Swedish ship-

67 Carlson 1971, p. 19; Högberg 1964, p. 20.
68 Schön 2000, p. 60.
69 On the offical estimates of Swedish shipping income, see Högberg 1964, p. 21.
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owners should exploit. Second, the rising number of Algerian passports and
destinations within the Mediterranean, as well as the clear development pattern
of neutrality shipping, provides some, albeit limited, quantitative evidence.
Third, the rather high labour productivity in Swedish shipping beyond Cape
Finisterre confirms that shipping productivity could not have constituted a
Swedish disadvantage, as Heckscher thought. Swedish shipowners employed
the same shipping pattern in southern-European tramp shipping—spacious
ships and small crews—as had been used for centuries in the Baltic and North
Seas. But such a strategy could work only if Swedish vessels could sail in safety. 

Making Swedish shipping safer was the major motive for establishment of
the Swedish consular service in North Africa. The connection is apparent—not
least in view of the fact that the same institution that organised the convoying
of Swedish ships, the Convoy Office, also salaried consuls and negotiated peace
treaties with the Barbary states. In this way, the protection costs of private
shipping enterprises were transferred to the state. This was ultimately a political
decision. The private protection costs, including large crews, guns, arms, pow-
der, higher wages and insurance premiums, were converted into ‘public’ protec-
tion costs, such as convoying, outlays for gifts to Barbary rulers and consular
salaries. The price of the protection policy was substantial, and so it was often
an issue of political debate, but in the end the policy survived.

Even if Sweden’s protection policy reduced protection costs for private ship-
ping enterprises, the institutional framework could not affect the foreign de-
mand for Swedish carrying capacity. The transfer of protection costs from the
private to the state sector was an internal factor of Swedish economic develop-
ment. Yet there had to be a much stronger external factor that increased the
demand for Swedish carrying capacity—the endemic warfare between the great
maritime powers. Sweden was successful in standing aloof from major eight-
teenth-century conflicts, and in the exploitation of neutrality.

Even Sweden’s neutrality can be seen from a protection cost perspective. No
doubt a neutral flag was a cheaper means of protecting cargoes and ships than a
navy. However, such cost-efficient protection presupposed that the belligerents,
and especially Great Britain, recognized that neutrality. The profitability of
neutrality shipping provides evidence that this was the case. In general, in spite
of the fairly large numbers of captured neutral vessels, neutrality shipping was
respected. The question of why Great Britain did respect Danish, Dutch,
Swedish, and later American neutrality shipping is a complicated one, and
belongs to the sphere of diplomatic and military history, and so will not be
discussed here.70 

Of the three factors discussed above—high labour productivity in shipping,
an institutional structure that diminished transaction costs, and neutrality—
the last was the most important. There is clear evidence that Swedish shipping
increased in tandem with major maritime conflicts, whereas it is much more
difficult to trace any such connection with the establishment of a specific con-
sulate. However, it is also obvious that Swedish shipping could not operate
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without a proper institutional environment. The consular service in southern
Europe did not only reduce protection costs. The consuls also functioned as
commission and ship agents. They informed shipowners and captains of profit-
able freights and they arranged charter contracts. In their reports to the Board
of Trade, consuls highlighted potential markets as well as shipping risks. Thus,
from an institutional perspective, we may say that the consular service, in addi-
tion to cutting protection costs, also reduced information and transaction
costs. However, such benefits are even more difficult to quantify than protec-
tion costs.

High labour productivity, low wages and cheap shipbuilding materials were
factors that affected Swedish shipping growth in the long-term. However, even
these factors were dependent on Sweden’s low protection costs. The Baltic and
North Sea-shipping pattern was more productive due to the safer environment
of the northern seas. 

In conclusion, the picture of the development of Swedish shipping in south-
ern Europe presented above is consistent with the view established in the works
of North, Menard, Bruijn, Feldbæk, Andersen and Voth, and others. The en-
trance of Swedish shipping into southern Europe was connected to the spread
of a more productive shipping pattern, already developed in the Baltic and
North Seas, which entailed an overall productivity growth in shipping by the
late eighteenth century. Yet Sweden’s entrance onto the southern scene was
rendered possible by the combination of declining violence and Sweden’s pro-
tection policy.

70 In fact, in spite of all British successes in the eighteenth-century wars, the British naval mastery
had never been granted. In the course of the period there was a balance of naval powers of France
(or Bourbon France-Spain and their allies), and Britain. Thus the navies of the neutrals counted.
For a general account of the British naval policy in the eighteenth century, see Kennedy 1976.
From Danish point of view, the issue of neutrality has been treated in numerous works of Ole
Feldbæk (e.g. Feldbæk 1977; Feldbæk 1980; Feldbæk 1983); for Swedish neutrality policy in the
period 1776–1815, see Wahlström 1917; Svenson 1952; Gasslander 1954; Johnson 1953; John-
son 1957; Trulsson 1976; af Malmborg 2001, pp. 14–87.
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CHAPTER 6

Transatlantic connection: colonial 
ambitions and neutrality shipping

[I]n such economic conditions Swedish ships travelling from this country [the
United States] to the West Indies will make a good deal of money if they obtain
their documents for St. Barthélemy, and they can always sail for the Spanish
islands[…] The Spanish envoy here constantly asks me if there are any Swedish
ships to be chartered. The English envoy Liston, who served as envoy in Sweden,
has likewise shown me much politeness and confidence, and he assured me that
he wishes to serve the Swedish Nation on any occasion as much as he can. He has
received much respect since he arrived and many are attached to him—but I
believe that he is more dangerous to them than the former envoy. Due to Liston’s
cautious behaviour this Government believes itself to be quite safe and strong as
regards the protection of its ships, but if they will be ruined in their trade their
whole Financial System will collapse and so too will the Government.

Richard Söderström to the Swedish Board of Trade, Philadelphia, 8 April 17971 

6.1 Introduction
In the late eighteenth century, the contacts between Sweden and America were
rather limited, even if there was some historical connection. In the mid-seven-
teenth century, Sweden had established the colony of New Sweden in North
America—present-day Delaware. However, New Sweden was lost to the Dutch
as early as 1655, and the Dutch soon lost it to the English. After this interlude,
Swedish-American contacts were merely sporadic. There was a population of
Swedish-descent, living in Pennsylvania and Delaware, together with its Swed-
ish Church Congregations. In fact, the Swedish authorities kept in touch with
these Swedish descendants and provided the congregations of the Swedish
Church with priests educated in Sweden.2 

Nevertheless, contacts between the weakened Sweden of post-1721 and the

1 Söderström to BoT, 8 April 1797, Philadelphia, Americana vol. 1, SNA.
2 On the history of New Sweden, see e.g. Dahlgren and Norman 1988; on eighteenth-century
Swedish congregations in America, see e.g. Lindmark 1999.  Some preliminary results of the
author’s research on the Swedish consular service in the United States appeared in Müller 2002. 
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Americas were sporadic. Therefore it is surprising to see how quickly the situa-
tion changed during the Napoleonic Wars. In 1810, Swedish-American con-
tacts were thriving. Gothenburg, which became one of the biggest loopholes of
the Continental System after 1806—not dissimilar to Malta or Helgoland—
was full of American merchants, shipmasters and ships. At this time, the
United States was one of the few neutral states and American transit shipping
played the major role in the illicit transit trade between the continent and the
outside world. A significant part of this business was carried out via Swedish
territories.3

Richard S. Smith, the future American consul in Gothenburg, later recalled
the thriving atmosphere of the Continental blockade years in that seaport. He
had first arrived in Gothenburg in 1810, and it had surprised him to see so
many fellow countrymen from Philadelphia and New England. The town was
full of Americans and the harbour was swarming with American-flagged ships.
In 1810, the best year of the Continental System boom, as many as 169 Amer-
ican ships anchored in Gothenburg harbour.4 

However, the declaration of the Anglo-American war of 1812 changed the
situation once again. It dealt a heavy blow to the American neutrality trade in
northern Europe. On the other hand, it provided entrepreneurial Swedes with
great opportunities. The news of the outbreak of war reached Gothenburg in
late July 1812. There were about forty American ships waiting for convoy. All
of them stayed in the safety of Gothenburg harbour. The blockade of belliger-
ents’ ships in a neutral harbour was not unusual, and neither were the solutions
employed. Many Americans changed their flag. Hence, the ship Franklin,
which arrived in Sweden in June 1812, left Gothenburg the following summer
as Freden (‘Peace’ in Swedish), under the Swedish flag and a Swedish master.
Another ship, Arabella, became Friheten (‘Liberty’ in Swedish), and left the
harbour under Swedish flag in September 1813. The official owner of the two
ships was Olof Wijk, one of Gothenburg’s leading merchants. However, his
ledgers show that the true owners were indeed Americans: Thomas Fosdick
from Boston, C.C. Haven from Portsmouth in New Hampshire, and Samuel
Gair from Boston.5

At the same time, similar metamorphoses were taking place on the other side
of the Atlantic. In the reports of the Swedish consul in New York, Henrik
Gahn, we will find a number of American ships applying for Swedish docu-
ments. Between July and October 1812 alone, Gahn provided at least ten ves-
sels with such documents (Edmund, Diana Talbot [Susanna], Lydia, Mary
[Maria], Prudentia, Ollongren, Passagerare, Stackelberg, Baron Stackelberg, and
Regina Christina).6 An important role in these transactions was played by the

3 For the organization of traffic under the Continental System, see also Marzagalli 1998.
4 Tiselius 1935, pp. 1–3, 26.
5 Adamson 1969, pp. 72–73.
6 Gahn to BoT, 26 August and 21 October 1812, Consular Reports New York, E VI aa 352, BoT
SNA.
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Swedish colony in the Caribbean, the island of St. Barthélemy. The new vessels
were formally registered at the colony whose inhabitants became willing ship-
owners. Their names often betray British or American origin. Many of them
became Swedish citizens simply to make use of the colony’s neutrality. St. Bar-
thélemy became a place where illicit Anglo-American exchange was possible. 

In the course of the Napoleonic Wars, St. Barthélemy acquired a very similar
position in the Caribbean as Gothenburg possessed in northern Europe—a
neutral place in which belligerents might find a safe haven. The wartime years
were a brief golden age in the colony’s history. Gustavia, the harbour and the
only town of the colony, increased in the first decade after 1800 to about 5,000
inhabitants, which made it one of the biggest ‘Swedish’ towns—yet with very
few native Swedes. By comparison, Gothenburg, Sweden’s second city, had
about 15,000–20,000 inhabitants in the same period.7 On average over 1,000
vessels were calling at Gustavia annually.8 However it has to be remembered
that the majority of these vessels were only sailing between the Caribbean is-
lands and America, and were significantly smaller than the craft employed in
transatlantic trade.

7 Andersson 1977b, p. 39. 
8 Tingbrand 2002, pp. 70–71.

12. The list of Swedish vessels in New York 1812 (Henrik Gahn’s reports, New York,
BoT SNA)
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The use of Gothenburg and St. Barthélemy as neutral loopholes for interna-
tional trade during the wars shows that the neutrality strategy employed by the
Swedes in southern Europe could also be used within Swedish territories. Not
only Swedish vessels, but also those territories themselves could profit from the
state’s neutrality. The prior chapters have shown that Sweden became a signifi-
cant shipping nation in southern Europe in the course of the eighteenth cen-
tury. The transatlantic connections before 1800, together with the use of St.
Barthélemy and Gothenburg as neutral entrepôts, reflect Sweden’s endeavours
to initiate trade with the Caribbean and the United States, which in Sweden
were seen as a whole, and therefore called ‘the West Indies’. The aim of the two
following chapters will be to shed light on Swedish activities in ‘the West In-
dies’ and evaluate their importance, especially as regards the United States. The
focus will again be very much upon the Swedish consular service, specifically
the Swedish consular service in the United States. 

The issue is no less interesting due to the fact that, as mentioned above,
Sweden’s transatlantic contacts before the American War of Independence were
very limited. During the war, Swedish activities on the other side of Atlantic
increased significantly. These activities were largely a result of the conscious
policy of Gustav III’s government, which had a number of purposes behind it.
The promotion of the iron trade was one of them. 

By 1800, the technological transformation in the British iron industry
caused a dramatic decline in Swedish exports to Britain: it has been stressed
how important this market was for Sweden. But instead of the disaster one
might have predicted, Swedish iron exports shifted from Britain to America.
After 1806, the USA took over Britain’s role as the single most important
purchaser of Swedish iron. In particular, iron producers and dealers from west-
ern Sweden were rescued by American demand. An interesting question is
whether this shift was initiated by an informed Swedish policy during Gustav
III’s reign, or whether it was a consequence of more general changes on the
global scene. Is it possible to trace any similar development between the expan-
sion of trade and the increase in Swedish-flagged shipping as we can observe in
southern Europe? These questions again relate, as in the case of neutrality ship-
ping in southern Europe, to the interaction between the Swedish institutional
framework and the international environment. Sweden’s merchants, shipown-
ers, shipmasters and seamen had to adapt to this environment and exploit its
opportunities, but their capacity to affect it were insignificant.

6.2 Sweden’s colonial ambitions  
Sweden has never had a colonial empire worthy of note. With the exceptions of
the tiny colony of St. Barthélemy (1784–1878) in the Caribbean, and the two
failed attempts in North America and Africa in the mid-seventeenth century,
there were no notable results for Sweden’s colonial endeavours. However, a
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13. A view of Gustavia, St. Barthelémy, 1793 (UUL)
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shortage of colonies did not mean that Sweden was short of colonial ambitions.
In the course of the eighteenth century, there were many more or less serious
attempts to gain a foothold in the colonial arena, especially in the West Indies,
and to make Sweden a colonial power. 

The reasons for these ambitious plans were both economic and political. In
true mercantilist manner, some Swedish economists argued that Swedish colo-
nies would supply the mother country with sugar, coffee and other colonial
products, which otherwise had to be acquired from foreigners at great expense.9

In a political sense, the possession of colonial domains would also confirm
Sweden’s status among the great European nations. This argument in particular
became important during Gustav III’s reign, due to his considerable political
ambition. The examples of Great Britain, France and the Dutch Republic had
frequently been used to show that successful powers also had to have colonial

9 Johan Henrik Kjellgren, Swedish writer, published in 1784 an article (Förslag till Nybyggens
anläggande i Indien och på Africanska kusten), in which he especially argued for importance of a
Swedish colony in the West Indies. Hildebrand 1951, p. 41; see also Gerste 1994, p. 18 on
Daniel Anders Backmann’ dissertation (1754) on a colony in North America. Ulric Norden-
skiöld wrote about colonial proposals in 1776, and perhaps also 1778, Nelson 1998, p. 40. Even
Carl Linnaeus was highly interested in colonies and proliferated ideas about introduction of
tropical and colonial plants (e.g. tea) in Sweden see Linné 1963 (1745), p. 32, see also Koerner
1999, pp. 113–139.

14. A map of St. Barthélemy, 1786 (UUL)



173

empires, and Sweden wished to count itself among such states. Hence, her
colonial ambitions, regardless of their very limited real effect, revealed Sweden
as a willing would-be participant in the European colonial enterprise. It is
therefore useful to look more closely at these ambitions. They provided a back-
drop for the establishment of Swedish contacts across the Atlantic—the subject
of this chapter. 

In the eighteenth century, the first serious attempt to add a new colony to
Sweden’s possessions took the form of Charles XII’s contacts with Madagascar
pirates in 1714. The pirate representatives were prepared to accept Sweden’s
sovereignty over Madagascar in exchange for protection. It is not clear what
kind of interest Charles XII had in the affair, yet it was most probably not
Madagascar. The king seemed primarily to be interested in the pirates’ fleet,
which explains why they received permission to capture Danish ships. Prepara-
tions of an expedition to Madagascar also continued after the king’s death, yet
these plans never came to fruition.10 

After 1721, the majority of Swedish colonial plans focused on the West
Indies. This area, with its booming production of sugar, rum, coffee, cocoa,
and cotton, became in the course of the eighteenth century the most dynamic
part of the European colonial system. One quite serious Swedish objective con-
cerned the proposed colonization of a territory by the river Barima, near to the
Orinoco’s estuary, situated between Dutch and Spanish settlements in South
America. In 1731 an expedition was sent to the area and a contract was signed
with local tribes, but nothing further happened. The Barima idea was taken up
once again in the 1770s. Johan Silander proposed to promote colonisation with
a focus on sugar, coffee, cotton and cocoa production.11

The island of Tobago near the modern-day Venezuelan coast was another
favoured object of Swedish colonial dreams. This was discussed as early as the
1690s, and more seriously in 1724. Daniel N. von Höpken, the secretary of
state, saw Tobago, with its good harbour, as a future staple location for Sweden’s
West Indian trade. Tobago attracted the attention of Swedish politicians several
times—in 1731, 1749, 1758, and most seriously during the American War of
Independence.12

Colonial dreams became serious plans in the Gustavian period. And the
royal interest attracted many foreign adventurers to Stockholm, aiming to sell
their colonial schemes. Hence, in 1774, the Englishmen Andrew Orr and
James Monsell visited Gustav III with a proposal to colonise Puerto Rico. They
did not overly care that Puerto Rico had been a Spanish island for over two
hundred years. In their opinion, Spain had no use for it and so might be willing
to hand it over to Sweden. The Swedish ambassador in Madrid was instructed

10 Sprinchorn 1921 and 1923 and others.
11 Sprinchorn 1923, p. 122; Essén 1928, p. 227; Koninckx 1980, p. 37; Börjeson 1932, p. 277;
Hildebrand 1951, pp. 1–2.
12 Sprinchorn 1923; Koninckx 1980, p. 37. On Sweden’s legacy, or more exactly the king Frede-
rick I’s legacy, to Tobago see Sprinchorn 1923, p. 112 (note).
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to approach the Spanish court with the proposal. Madrid rejected the idea,
unsurprisingly.13

As late as 1786, the Flemish adventurer Willem Bolts tried to sell Gustav III
a project for the colonisation of an island in the Indian Ocean. His idea actu-
ally seemed to be among the more realistic. He was himself a former employee
of the English East India Company, and familiar with the conditions of the
East India trade. His idea was to turn the would-be Swedish island in the
Indian Ocean into a neutral entrepôt of the same kind as the Dutch St. Eusta-
tius in the West Indies. Yet his ambitious plans also included the putative colo-
nisation of the Indus estuary.14

Other plans concerned Africa. In 1759 a Swedish naval officer, on his own
initiative, made contacts with the native people on an ambiguously defined
southern coast of Guinea.15 Another attempt—much more serious, however—
was made on the initiative of Gustav III in 1787. Three Swedes, Anders Spar-
rman, (a well-known Linnaeus disciple), Carl Bernhard Wadström and Carl
Axel Arrhenius, were sent to Senegal on Gustav III’s orders. The official pur-
pose of the expedition was scientific, but, in fact, the Swedes were investigating
the possibility of establishing a Swedish colony and direct Swedish slave trade
to the West Indies. Just three years earlier Sweden had acquired the colony of
St. Barthélemy. The journey did not result in any colony, and Wadström, influ-
enced by first-hand contact with the conduct of slave trade, became a fervent
abolitionist.16

Nevertheless, it is clear that the most serious Swedish colonial plans con-
cerned the West Indies. The Swedish interest in the West Indies mirrored the
huge economic importance of the area. The interrelated trade in sugar, slaves,
North American provisions and European manufactures became enormously
important for British, French, Spanish, Dutch, and Danish trading activities.
Even if there are rather divergent views of the importance of this trade, as well
as of the question of an integrated Atlantic economy, the West Indian trade was
doubtless of huge importance for all the involved states. For example, in Den-
mark, despite the fact that the country possessed only three small Caribbean
islands, the trade in sugar and slaves became very significant.17

It is important to point out that at this time the West Indies was one of the
most dynamic areas in the world. From the French or British point of view, the
West Indian colonies were much more important than North America. An

13 Essén 1928, pp. 228–230.
14 William/Willem Bolts is one of the more renowned adventurers of the late eighteenth century.
He was mainly interested in East India trade, yet under non-British flag, therefore the proposal to
Gustav III. See Everaert 1995; Furber 1997.
15 Sprinchorn 1923, pp. 139–142.
16 Wadström 1968 (1794); Nelson 1998. 
17 There is a huge volume of literature on the rise of the eighteenth-century Atlantic economy,
and its different parts: on the British transatlantic trade see e.g. McCusker 1985; McCusker
1997; McCusker 2000; Hancock 1997; on the Dutch transatlantic trade see e.g. Klooster 1995;
Enthoven 2003; on the Danish transatlantic trade see e.g. Gøbel 1983; Andersen 2004 (forthco-
ming); Feldbæk 1997, pp. 43 ff; Johansen 1992, pp. 488–489.
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enlightening illustration of the weight of the Caribbean in comparison with
North America is the French proposal at the peace negotiations in 1763. The
French offered to the British either the small island of Guadeloupe (with a
population of 80,000) or the whole of French Canada (with a population of
65,000).18

6.3 St. Barthélemy and the Swedish West India Company
A turning point in Swedish colonial aspirations was the American War of Inde-
pendence. In spite of its official neutrality, Sweden supported France and the
insurgent colonies. However, there were widely differing reactions to the out-
break of the war in Sweden. On the one hand, there was some sympathy for the
political content of the colonists’ struggle, as well as strong feelings against
British hegemony. On the other hand, fifty years of Swedish proto-democratic
experimentation during the Age of Liberty (1720–72) had not strengthened
republican intellectual currents in Sweden. 

Instead, there were other, more practical causes for Swedish support of the
colonists. The traditional alliance with France was one such cause, the eco-
nomic interests of the mercantile elite another. The conflict gave Sweden the
opportunity of exerting pressure on France in colonial issues. Moreover, Amer-
ican independence was supposed to diminish the British control of trade with
the Caribbean and North American colonies, which opened up the possibility
of direct Swedish trade with the West Indies.

At the same time, Sweden avoided being connected too much with France.
For example, when the French minister Vergennes, in the winter 1778–79,
proposed to the Swedish envoy in Paris, Gustaf Philip Creutz, the opening of
French West Indian trade to the Swedes, Creutz declined. The Swedish author-
ities were well aware of the risky character of this generous suggestion. The
major purpose, of course, was to supply the French West Indies under cover of
the neutral Swedish flag; a strategy frequently employed by the French but not
accepted by the British. 

In spring 1779, the envoy Creutz obtained another flattering but risky pro-
posal. The Marquis de Lafayette, who had recently returned from America and
was currently preparing a new naval expedition against the British West Indies,
proposed to purchase or charter four Swedish vessels for the expedition, and to
hand over in exchange an island which the French were supposed to conquer
from the British.19 Such a proposal was even more hazardous for Swedish neu-
trality than supplying the French West Indies with provisions. 

Parallel to the ongoing struggle, the Swedes investigated the prospects for a
Swedish colony in North America. Count Axel von Fersen, a well-known

18 Engerman 2000, p. 247.
19 Hildebrand 1951, p. 4; Essén 1928, p. 230.
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Swedish aristocrat, prepared himself to take part in the French campaign in
America. There were, indeed, many Swedish officers who participated. In addi-
tion to von Fersen, there were about a hundred Swedes in the French forces,
and another hundred-and-thirty in the Dutch forces and in continental na-
vies.20 But, the motives of most of the Swedes were not political. They were
career officers, and the American war was only another opportunity in their
military careers. 

During his stay at America von Fersen was supposed to investigate—albeit
very cautiously—whether there were any part of North America, or perhaps an
island, that the American colonies would in future be prepared to hand over to
Sweden. After his arrival in Philadelphia, von Fersen seems to have pursued this
issue in cooperation with the French envoy, but nothing happened.21

The years 1779–82 were marked by cautious Swedish diplomatic activity in
Paris, North America and Stockholm. The envoy Creutz had put out a few of
feelers to see how seriously France would consider Swedish mediation in the
war. At the beginning of the war, Gustav III in person was proposed as a
mediator between Great Britain and France. And the envoy investigated
whether the French were really prepared to support Sweden on the issue of a
colony. There were new discussions about the islands of Dominique and Gre-
nada as possible Swedish colonies. Nevertheless, the favourite subject of these
discussions was again the old Swedish dream—Tobago: a large island, with the
capacity to develop into a substantial centre of sugar production.22 However,
there was a problem; Tobago was British. The Swedish reasoning followed this
line: when France took over Tobago and concluded peace with Britain, the
island might be handed over to Sweden without annoying the British. 

The Swedes were forced to maintain a delicate balance between the country’s
official neutrality and the de facto alliance with France. Thus, for example,
Sweden’s neutrality caused bitterness in Bourbon Spain, the closest ally of
France. As we saw in the consular reports from Cadiz, Spanish privateers seri-
ously threatened Swedish neutrality shipping through Gibraltar. They captured
about thirty Swedish ships in the winter of 1779–80 alone, claiming that the
Swedes were working for the British (part 4.6.2).

Swedish hopes for a West Indian colony rose and declined, depending on the
news from the battlefield. When France was successful, Swedish hopes for a
colony surged, and when the British took the initiative the Swedish demands
declined. In the winter of 1781–82, the French position in the West Indies
deteriorated. Paradoxically, it was a consequence of the success of the American
rebels. The British recognized that they had lost on the American continent
and they concentrated their entire endeavour in the Caribbean. In April 1782,
the British navy crushed the French squadron near Dominique and, after this
British victory, the French concentrated on maintaining the status quo. In Jan-

20 Barton 1966; Barton 1975, pp. 24–25; Elovson 1929; Sundström 2000.
21 Barton 1975, p. 25.
22 Hildebrand 1951, pp. 8–10.



177

uary 1783, the peace treaty between France and Britain was signed. One of the
consequences of the treaty, and one of the few French rewards, was the French
possession of Tobago. All other islands occupied by the French during the war
were returned to the British. But the French now lost interest in discussing
Tobago with Gustav III.23 

It took another year before the subject was again raised in Paris. In 1783–84,
the Swedish king was on his grand tour through Europe, shaping Sweden’s new
foreign policy and looking for new allies. France was at that time in interna-
tional isolation and was eager to keep its old ally Sweden close at hand. In this
situation, France was prepared to remunerate Gustav III with a colony—but
not Tobago. In spring 1784, France proposed Sweden’s takeover of the tiny
island of St. Barthélemy, in exchange for staple rights in Sweden’s second sea-
port of Gothenburg. Gustav III accepted, and the treaty for St. Barthélemy’s
transition from France to Sweden was signed during the king’s visit to Paris on
1 July 1784.24 The following year the first Swedish Governor, Gustaf Thomas
von Rajalin, took possession of St. Barthélemy, and Sweden became a colonial
power in the West Indies.

What kind of island did France give to Sweden? From the French point of
view, St. Barthélemy was of very limited strategic and economic importance. It
was far from the other French islands and was very poor. According to an old
saying, the island was so poor that even pirates paid the inhabitants for their
goods.25 The island covered 21 square-kilometres, with no space for the pro-
duction of colonial goods, and even a shortage of fresh water. Around 1780, the
colony had some 750 inhabitants, about half of them slaves.26 

There was also no possibility in developing St. Barthélemy along the lines of
the sugar-producing colonies that France and Britain possessed, but this did not
mean that St. Barthélemy was a worthless asset. In fact, at least some Swedish
politicians saw quite clearly that the island could be exploited in the same way as
were some Dutch and Danish West Indian islands. A good example of this ap-
proach was the economist and politician Johan Liljecrantz, Gustav III’s minister
of finance.27 Two years after the colony’s acquisition, Liljecrantz wrote a report
on St. Barthélemy’s economic development. His report also illustrates the eco-
nomic logic of Sweden’s commercial policy in the late eighteenth century, the
same logic that determined the policy of Swedish neutrality shipping in southern
European waters. Notably, Liljecrantz as minister of finance had a very large
influence on the shape of Gustavian trade and shipping policy. In the report,
Liljecrantz deemed the island unsuitable for agricultural production and too
poor and sparsely populated to provide any sizeable market for Swedish prod-
ucts. Therefore the trade monopoly practices of the great colonial powers, such

23 Hildebrand 1951, p. 23.
24 Hildebrand 1951, p. 39.
25 Hildebrand 1951, p. 59.
26 Tingbrand 2002, p. 67.
27 Kumlien 1980–81.
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as Britain, France or Spain, were not to be recommended. Instead, Sweden
should follow the examples of the Dutch and Danish West Indian colonies and
open up St. Barthélemy for transit trade. Liljecrantz proposed to declare St. Bar-
thélemy a free port and to invite foreign merchants to settle there. Religious
freedom as well as a free haven for debtors should be guaranteed, to promote
such settlement.

In fact, the governor proclaimed St. Barthélemy’s harbour, Gustavia, a free
harbour as early as April 1785. He had to do so; the island could not survive
without necessities imported from the surrounding islands. Officially, Gustav
III issued the decree making St. Barthélemy’s harbour a free port on 7 Septem-
ber 1785.28 The declaration was translated into French and English, and widely
circulated throughout the West Indies, to make all prospective immigrants
aware of the grand business opportunities to be found there.29

From this point of view, Liljecrantz might be seen as a promoter of a free
trade policy. However, the same man proposed organizing Sweden’s direct trade
with St. Barthélemy and the West Indies in company form. It must be pointed
out that the projected chartered company was not a typical monopoly com-
pany; Swedes other than shareholders in the company were to be allowed to
participate in the transatlantic trade. Liljecrantz’ major argument for a Swedish
West India Company was the shortage of resources for transatlantic trade in
Sweden. Swedish merchants were financially too weak to carry out the transat-
lantic trade on the basis of private merchant enterprises.30

In this case too, Liljecrantz’s project was realized. The Swedish West India
trade was regulated by a decree issued on 31 October 1786, and the same
decree established the Swedish West India Company. The document high-
lighted the fact that until that time Sweden had had no significant trade with
the West Indies, and asserted that the trade treaty with the United States and
the acquisition of St. Barthélemy were the first steps toward remedying this
deficit. The decree regulated both the administration of the Swedish colony
and the conditions of the West India Company. We will focus below on the
conditions of the Company trade.

The government awarded the company the right to trade with St. Bar-
thélemy, other West Indian islands and North America for fifteen years, with
the exception of those colonial possessions where trade with foreigners was
prohibited. In a legal sense, the company had the same status as the Swedish
East India Company. It was a joint stock company with a limited charter. The
company was allowed to engage in the slave trade on the African coast and to
import slaves. As regards West Indian production, the Company received the
right of establishing factories for refining West Indian products, both on St.
Barthélemy and in Sweden, and it was permitted to keep warehouses and of-
fices on St. Barthélemy or in other places in the West Indies. 

28 Essén 1928, p. 242.
29 Tingbrand 2002, p. 67.
30 Essén 1928, p. 244.
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As previously mentioned, its privileged position did not give the company
monopoly trading rights. Any Swede or foreigner was allowed to carry on trade
with St. Barthélemy. Nevertheless, in comparison with private enterprises, the
company paid lower duties. The company also had a very important role in the
administration of the colony. It salaried the administration and it was responsi-
ble for keeping the harbour and shipping yard in operation.31 

In spite of all the plans for the company and for the development of West
Indian trade, it was apparent that the major business of the Swedish island
would be transit trade within the West Indies, and between the West Indian
islands and the United States. In particular, Americans were interested in mak-
ing use the Swedish colony. For example, the Swedish representative in Madrid,
Carl August Ehrensvärd, received a number of American proposals after 1784
concerning the transit trade with the Spanish and French islands. According to
one of these proposals, the Americans should carry products forbidden, but
highly desirable, in the French colonies to St. Barthélemy. As the French were
allowed to visit the Swedish colony, they could buy the products there and
transport them to their islands. The other favoured subject of these discussions
was the smuggling traffic with the Spanish colonies, especially on the northern
coast of South America.

Yet the transit traffic to the Spanish islands had never played a significant role
for St. Barthélemy. In reality, a much more important part of St. Barthélemy’s
transit trade concerned the prohibited exchange between the British West Indian
islands and the young American republic.32 By the 1770s, the British settlements
in the Caribbean and North America formed a well-integrated economic unit.
The American colonies supplied the Caribbean with agricultural products (fish,
flour, etc.) in exchange for sugar, molasses and rum. For the British North
American colonies, the British West Indies were their major trading partner. But
the American War of Independence abruptly ended this exchange, with disas-
trous consequences for both sides, and the peace of 1783, in spite of the hopes
surrounding it, did not result in the revival of the trade. The British West Indian
islands stayed closed to American ships and to some important products (fish
and salt meat). Notwithstanding the pressure of the West Indian lobby, the
London government did not change its mind. Consequently, both the colonies
and the republic went through a period of deep recession in 1782–89, which
not only cost wealth, especially in the southern US states and the West Indies,
but also many slaves’ lives due to the shortage of provisions.33 

The necessity of finding transit channels between the two markets made St.
Barthélemy a meeting place where many Americans and Britons (from the
British West Indies) settled. American commodities were exchanged for colo-
nial products and then redistributed to the British islands. This transport traffic
appeared rapidly to expand. According to an official Swedish letter of 1786, no

31 Hildebrand 1951, pp. 118–119.
32 Hildebrand 1951, pp. 122–123.
33 McCusker 1985, pp. 368–376.
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less than 979 foreign vessels called at Gustavia, about half of them with Amer-
ican cargoes.34 

For the following year (March-December 1787), there are more detailed
statistics on the traffic in Gustavia harbour. According to the shipping lists, the
number of incoming vessels was 1,033, with a total tonnage of 22,194 lasts,
and the number of outgoing vessels was 1,082, with a tonnage 22,934 lasts.35

With an average tonnage of just 22 lasts, the majority of these vessels were
rather small, and busied themselves principally with traffic between the islands.
Yet the overall figures testify to an impressive volume of traffic. At the same
time, the overall carrying capacity of the Swedish merchant marine was 60–
70,000 lasts (table 5.5).

A detailed analysis of one month shows that the traffic was completely dom-
inated by vessels from the British islands. In June 1787, 78 of 159 incoming
vessels arrived from the British West Indian islands, 26 vessels arrived from the
United States, and 21 came from St. Eustatius. The remaining ships arrived
from the French and Danish islands. Only three vessels came directly from
Sweden, two of them from Gothenburg and one from Åbo (Turku). One of the
Gothenburg vessels continued with ballast to the United States, while the re-
maining two loaded their return cargoes at Gustavia. No other vessels arrived
directly from Europe.36

The rapid expansion of the transit exchange on St. Barthélemy was also
mirrored in the increasing population, which reached about 1,600 in 1787,
considerably more than during the French period.37 

However, these signs of success did not mean much for Sweden, because the
trade was almost exclusively confined to transit within the West Indies. Due to
the fact that Gustavia was a free harbour, Sweden did not receive much income
from duties. It seems that Swedish officials, aiming to increase the transit trade
as much as possible, allowed passage to vessels with even lower duties than
stipulated, despite the official rates already being low.38

On the one hand, the plan for making St. Barthélemy a transit entrepôt
between different parts of the West Indies and the United States was rather
successful. On the other hand, the original plan to make St. Barthélemy a
centre of Swedish trade with the Americas was a partial failure. Direct Swedish
trade with the Caribbean and North America continued to be of minor impor-
tance even after 1784.

34 Hildebrand 1951, p. 131.
35 Hildebrand 1951, p. 163. Data on shipping lists of Carl Fredrik Bagge and Samuel Fahlberg,
partly in tons partly in lasts. Hildebrand calculated into lasts with 1 last=2 tons.
36 Hildebrand 1951, p. 164.
37 Hildebrand 1951, p. 171.
38 Hildebrand 1951, p. 163.
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6.4 The trade treaty with the United States 
As previously mentioned, the American War of Independence opened up new
opportunities for Swedish commercial activities, and the acquisition of the col-
ony of St. Barthélemy was one important step in this direction. In the long-
term perspective, however, the early establishment of diplomatic relations with
the United States was even more important. And alongside the issue of a West
Indian colony, the question of diplomatic relations with the American republic
had already been brought to the fore during the war. 

On the one hand, the Swedish authorities hoped for a share in the lucrative
transit trade between Europe, North America and the West Indies; here the
acquisition of a colony in the West Indies was the most important issue. On the
other hand, an independent American republic, no longer subject to British
protection policy, was seen as a prospective market for Swedish iron and manu-
factures. Discussions about potential trade between North America and Swe-
den were carried on as early as the 1770s. For example, the Swedish priest
Johan Wiksell, who served in Delaware in a Swedish Church Congregation,
informed Gustav III of the commercial potential of North America.39 

A more ambitious attempt to acquire useful information was made after
1780, when the official of the Swedish Board of Mines, Samuel Gustaf Herme-
lin, was sent to the United States to investigate commercial opportunities, espe-
cially for Sweden’s major export—iron. Hermelin stayed in America for two
years, between 1782 and 1784. In detailed letters, he informed Sweden both of
the political situation in the young republic and the commercial opportunities
there. His reports are the first Swedish traveller’s account of the development of
the United States.40 Nevertheless, the journey had no direct effect on the devel-
opment of Swedish-American commercial exchange.

The third aspect in establishing links between Sweden and the United
States was the old Swedish dream of making Sweden a major gateway in the
Baltic trade and a staple place for Baltic products. This was one of the ambi-
tions of the aforementioned Johan Liljecrantz, the strong man of Gustavian
economic policy. By connecting Sweden and the United States as early as pos-
sible, Swedish politicians hoped to encourage the Americans to enter the Bal-
tic trade via Sweden. This was one of the reasons why the Swedes were so
eager to sign a trade treaty with the US as soon as possible after the treaty of
Paris (1783), i.e. before other countries. Moreover, in contrast to other neutral
European states, Sweden allowed American vessels to visit Sweden during the
war years.41

Thus the arguments for establishing diplomatic contacts with the prospec-
tive new republic were strong, and already in March 1782 the Swedish envoy in

39 Stellan Dahlgren’s lecture on the Swedes in Delaware during the eighteenth century (spring
2002, Dep. of History, Uppsala University).
40 Hermelin 1894.
41 Essén 1928, p. 184.
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Paris, Creutz, obtained instructions to contact Benjamin Franklin and start
negotiations concerning the American-Swedish trade treaty. At the same time,
Creutz was asked to keep the negotiations secret, first because of the British
reaction, but also because of that of Russia. Russia was the major import mar-
ket in the Baltic and Sweden’s most important rival in the export trade.

The Swedish text of the treaty appeared finished by late 1782, and it broadly
followed the French-American treaty of 1778. The treaty was also concerned
with the conditions of neutrality shipping. Creutz was instructed to extend the
negotiations as long as the war continued; however, Franklin accepted the final
version of the treaty as early as February 1783. The official date of the signature
of the treaty was 3 April 1783, and thus Sweden became the first neutral state
to sign a trade treaty with the United States.42

The treaty also included the right of appointing Swedish consuls to the US,
and the reciprocal right of appointing US consuls to Sweden. And as early as
September 1783, Gustav III appointed the first two consuls. Richard Söder-
ström was appointed for Boston, whereas Carl Hellstedt was appointed for
Philadelphia. In January 1784, the king appointed another consul, Adolf
Schough, for Charleston.43 

In summary, in the course of the American War of Independence and di-
rectly after it, Sweden carried on an ambitious and clearly articulated policy,
with the aim of taking a share in the immensely profitable West Indian trade
and channelling American trade with the Baltic to Sweden. The trade treaty
with the US and the appointment of consuls was one dimension of this policy.
The acquisition of St. Barthélemy, in the process turning Gustavia harbour
into a free port, and the establishment of the Swedish West India Company,
was another part. This, over the course of four years, created a new institutional
framework for the Swedish transatlantic trade. Due to the changed interna-
tional environment, and Britain’s weakened position in the Atlantic, Swedish
policy was more practical than the colonial dreams of the previous decades. In
addition to the more favourable international environment, Sweden had sub-
stantial shipping capacity. It also had experience in long-distance shipping, and
there were masters and seamen accustomed to sailing to the West Indies on
chartered voyages. How far did Sweden fulfil its ambitions? The question will
be answered in the next section primarily via the reports of the Swedish consuls
to the United States and through the data on trade.

6.5 Swedish trade with the West Indies 
There was no direct commodity trade between ‘the West Indies’ (in Swedish
trade statistics, a term inclusive of both the West Indian islands and the Amer-

42 Essén 1928, pp. 186–195; Hildebrand 1951, p. 26.
43 Almqvist 1912–15, pp. 347–348.
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icas) and Sweden until the war years of 1776–83.
44

 In 1782, imports first
reached the noteworthy value of 11,000 rixdollars, and they increased to over
100,000 rixdollars in the following two years, 1783 and 1784. Yet after 1784
they declined again, and the level did not develop greatly during the remaining
years of the century. As regards exports, there were already noticeable volumes
during the 1770s. In parallel with imports, the greatest numbers were attained
in the later wartime years of 1782 and 1783, with export values accounting for
73,000 and 153,000 rixdollars. After the war, decline and stagnation followed.
However, even in the best years, export and import values hovering about
100,000 rixdollars represented about 2 per cent of Sweden’s total imports dur-
ing the wartime boom (about 5 million rixdollars). Thus, even in its best years
in the 1780s, the exchange between the West Indies and Sweden represented a
negligible share of Sweden’s total foreign trade, and even this meagre trade
stagnated after 1784.

Swedish imports from the West Indies consisted primarily of tobacco, coffee,
and sugar. On the export side we find no iron. Instead, the most important
export commodity was herring, from Sweden’s west coast. Some cargoes of
herring, about four to five thousand barrels in all, may already be traced in the
course of the 1760s and 1770s, and herring completely dominated Swedish
exports to the region until 1782. Most probably the Swedish herring was used
as food for slaves on Caribbean sugar plantations, as well as the herring from
New England and Newfoundland. North Atlantic herring was one of the most
important commodities in the triangular Atlantic trade, and the west-Swedish
herring had a small share in this market.

Yet from 1782, the Swedish East India Company’s re-exports became much
more important than herring. This trade, consisting mostly of Chinese tea, had
a few very good years during the war years of 1776 to 1783. Then, when the
Dutch, French and British were engaged in war, the Danish and Swedish East
India Companies were left as the only non-belligerent tea-traders. Especially
after 1780, the Swedish East India Company re-exports surged to over two
million rixdollars annually; and part of the Company’s tea also went to the
West Indies.45 

The re-export boom disappeared promptly after 1783, when the British
changed their East India trade policy. In the so-called Commutation Act
(1784), they reduced import duties on tea and, at the same time, increased
imports.46 Subsequently, the European market for Swedish re-exports disap-
peared. However, it seems that the West Indies continued to be one of the
places where the Swedish East India re-exports found buyers, even after 1784.

44 The following picture of the exchange between Sweden and the West Indies is based on
Hildebrand’s analysis of the trade statistics of the Board of Trade, see Hildebrand 1951, pp. 315–
318, tables 1–5, see also, pp. 41–43. For the figure of Sweden’s total imports, see Essén 1928, p.
175. It is worth mentioning that the data on the total Swedish foreign trade in 1780–83 were
exceptional high.
45 Nyström 1883, table 4; Müller 2003, p. 37
46 Mui 1984, p. 13.
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Nevertheless, in parallel with overall Swedish foreign trade, the West Indies’
share in Swedish East India Company re-exports was marginal. 

This pattern of trade, of course, was not at all in accordance with the grand
policy outlined above. In the course of the 1780s, Swedish trade did not in-
crease as planned. Further, instead of iron, Swedish exports consisted mainly of
herring and East India re-exports. There were some limited iron exports,
which, in conjunction with the Swedish West Indian trade in general, reached
their peak in 1784, to decline in the following years.47

One of the reasons why the Swedish West Indian trade was so limited was
the fact that so few merchants were engaged in it. Besides the West India Com-
pany—focusing primarily on trade with St. Barthélemy, and first active after
1786—the most closely-involved individuals appear to have been the Gothen-
burg brothers Carl and Richard Söderström, the latter being the first Swedish
merchant and consul in the United States. Carl Söderström was a partner of the
leading Gothenburg merchant, Christian Arfwidsson (Arfwedson), himself
from an established merchant family. We have already encountered one of the
family members, Arvid Arfwedson, in his capacity as the Lisbon consul. 

47 Adamson 1969, pp. 60–61 (table 1).

Table 6.1: Swedish trade with ‘the West Indies’ in rixdollars (including the Carib-
bean, St. Barthélemy, and North America)

Year Import Export Herring export East India Company’s re-exports

1777          42     8,107   7,967     2,278
1778   12,241 11,848          32
1779     1,844   12,161 11,426
1780     2,925   2,664
1781     2,540   2,525
1782   11,270   73,412 13,226   45,377
1783 119,456 153,005 17,136 110,568
1784 133,083   67,485   2,800 153,456
1785   85,706   60,965   6,811   24,594
1786   90,225   36,714   9,507   27,426
1787   46,518   48,294   9,104     7,526
1788 139,088   30,715          0   39,589
1789
1790   27,609   17,040
1791   37,102   25,335
1792   86,462   24,964   14,200
1793   43,340   40,622   99,142
1794   67,677 100,750     7,742
1795 109,318   89,445   60,221

Source: Hildebrand 1951, table 1–5, pp. 315–318, For the East India Company’s re-exports, see 
Nyström 1883, table 4. 
Note: In some years (1777, 1788, 1793) the East India Company’s re-exports to the West Indies 
exceed Sweden’s total exports to the area. This is most probably a consequence of the late entry of 
the re-exports in the trade statistics of the Board of Trade. 
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Christian Arfwidsson was one of Gothenburg’s biggest shipowners and heav-
ily engaged in neutrality shipping in the 1776–83 war years. His speciality
seemed to be risky affairs. For example, during wartime, he proposed to
France’s government the importing of African slaves to the French West Indies
on his own account.48 Carl Söderström and Arfwidsson also appeared to collab-
orate in their West Indian business. In particular, this began to develop after
Richard Söderström settled in the United States, in 1780. According to a letter
of Axel von Fersen, Mr. Söderström, who must be Richard Söderström, was
already in Boston in 1780.49

According to Söderström’s own information, he organised two slave expedi-
tions to Africa between 1780 and 1784, both of them very profitable. It is not
clear if there was any connection between Arfwidsson’s proposals to the French
government and Richard Söderström’s expeditions, but clearly the three men
were interested in this kind of trade. The East India re-exports were another
profitable trade they were engaged in. For example, Richard Söderström pro-
posed to the Swedish authorities to organise direct Swedish trade between the
East and West Indies, and by-pass the Swedish East India Company.50 Thus, it
is very probable that the two brothers organised the Swedish East India re-
exports destined for the West Indies. It is worth mentioning, in this context,
that Gothenburg was the seat of the Swedish East Indian Company and the
place where public sales of East India cargoes were carried out, and the Ar-
fwidsson/Arfwedson family was deeply engaged in this business.51

The relationship between Christian Arfwidsson and Carl Söderström ended
in 1786, when Söderström illegally sold a cargo of pawned iron and disap-
peared, leaving his companion with debts. This was also a period of decline in
the Swedish exchange with the West Indies, but it is difficult to say if the trade
declined because of Carl Söderström’s failure. More probably, the decline repre-
sented an adjustment to peace conditions, in which Swedish neutrality was no
advantage. 

The limited exchange between Sweden and the West Indies in the 1780s
does not mean that American merchants were not interested in northern-Euro-
pean trade. In fact, US trade and shipping with this region expanded substan-
tially, only not with Sweden. After 1783, the first American contacts were made
with the Dutch and German merchants who had already been engaged in
North American trade during the colonial period. The American merchants
established their contacts with northern Europe through the Dutch, German
and Danish commercial networks in the West Indies.52 With the help of these
networks they also soon found their way to the Baltic Sea. Copenhagen and St.

48 Hallendorff 1920, pp. 172–173.
49 Barton 1975, p. 24.
50 Hildebrand 1951, p. 246.
51 Rosman 1945, pp. 308 ff.
52 Rabuzzi 1998, p. 180; on the Dutch-American trade, see Klooster 1995; Postma 1998; Entho-
ven and Postma 2003.



186

Petersburg then became their favourite destinations. According to the Sound
Toll Register, in the 1783–1807 period over 1,200 American ships entered the
Baltic Sea, 499 of which were destined for Copenhagen and 603 for St. Peters-
burg. Yet only two vessels gave Stockholm as their destination.53 

Nevertheless, the situation was not as critical as the Sound Toll Register
figures indicate. The register does not record the arrival of American vessels at
Gothenburg, which thus conceals Gothenburg’s important role in direct Swed-
ish-American trade. As previously mentioned, both the key personnel and the
more commercially attractive commodities (herring and teas) for this trade
were to be found in Gothenburg. 

Nevertheless, the post-1784 exchange with the West Indies far from realised
Sweden’s ambitions of becoming a gateway for American trade in the Baltic. In
fact, Sweden’s most dangerous trading rival, Russia, became a leading trade
partner of the young republic in the Baltic. The important positions of Copen-
hagen and St. Petersburg in the American trade with the Baltic must be attrib-
uted to their roles as re-distribution centres of colonial commodities. Neither
Stockholm nor Gothenburg had such a role. American vessels entered the Bal-
tic Sea with cargoes of colonial products (sugar, tobacco, etc.), and they re-
turned with cargoes of naval stores and iron, also typical Swedish commodities.
But due to the position of St. Petersburg as a redistribution centre for colonial
goods, the Americans acquired their return cargoes there, and partly also in
Denmark. A comparison of Russian (from St. Petersburg) and Swedish (from
Gothenburg) iron exports to the US shows that Russian iron dominated this
trade until the beginning of the Continental System.54 

In the early 1780s, Sweden pursued an ambitious foreign trade policy in the
West Indies and, during the American War of Independence, all these aims
appeared achievable. Sweden was supposed to take part in the lucrative West
Indian trade in the same manner as did the other smaller states. The Dutch and
Danish trading outposts in the West Indies formed a model for the Swedish
colony of St. Barthélemy. The independent American republic was seen as a
potential market for Swedish commodities, especially iron, and in addition
Sweden, due to its early establishment of diplomatic contacts with the United
States, would be a gateway for American trade into the Baltic Sea. 

However, it soon became clear that these ambitious aims would not be ac-
complished. Direct Swedish trade and shipping with the West Indies remained
quite insignificant. The ambition of turning St. Barthélemy into a transit en-
trepôt succeeded, especially as regards the exchange between the United States
and the British West Indies. But the transit traffic circumvented Swedish trade
per se, and neither the Swedish colonial administration nor the Swedish mer-
chants could properly engage in or exploit it. In the Baltic, the American vessels
preferred to go to Copenhagen and St. Petersburg.

53 Rasch 1965, pp. 36–37.
54 Adamson 1969, p. 61.
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6.6 The first Swedish consul to the United States
Compared to Swedish ambitions, Swedish trade with the West Indies was not
satisfactory. But an exclusive focus on the direct commodity exchange fails to
give due weight to the role of the triangular trade and shipping between south-
ern Europe, the Caribbean islands and North America, in which Swedish
tramp shipping played a certain role. It is also apparent that after 1793, when
another conflict between Britain and France—now a revolutionary Republic—
broke out, the Swedish vessels were also prepared to exploit their neutrality on
these new routes. This development is difficult to discern in trade statistics or
in the Sound Toll Register. Consular reports from the United States, however,
provide a more complex view. The focus of the concluding part of this chapter
will be on this source. Of the three consuls appointed in 1783–84, only Rich-
ard Söderström has left reports. Nevertheless, neither is his extant correspon-
dence complete.

Richard Söderström’s appointment as the consul to the United States was
primarily motivated by his expertise in American trade. In 1783, Söderström
had already been in the United States for three years. As mentioned earlier, he
settled there in 1780 and, in partnership with his brother Carl, carried on trade
between Gothenburg and the West Indies, the latter including, in this context,
the US. He made contact with Swedish officers in the French service and one of
them, Per Ulric Lillienhorn, recommended him for the consular service.55

Söderström was appointed consul in Boston. According to Samuel Hermelin’s
letters, the increase in American-Swedish trade in 1782 was associated with
Richard Söderström.56

Carl Hellstedt, the other Swedish consul, was appointed to Philadelphia. At
the time of his appointment, Hellstedt had a firm (Hellstedt and Minor) in
London; but it is not clear if this business involved commercial exchange with
the West Indies. Hellstedt moved to Philadelphia and established a trading firm
there, but his business did not develop well. In 1792, Söderström reported that
Hellstedt was deeply indebted and incapable of conducting his consular duties.
In parallel with the overall consular service, Swedish consuls to the United
States were not salaried. They had to make their living from trade and consular
fees.57 In 1793, Hellstedt retired and returned to Sweden. Adolf Schough, the
consul appointed to Charleston a couple of months after Söderström and Hell-
stedt had taken up their positions, never left Sweden, and the Charleston con-
sulate was abandoned after a year-long vacancy.58

For an account of the Swedish consular service in the United States we have
to rely on Richard Söderström’s reports. Only a few of his reports preserved

55 Hildebrand 1951, pp. 244–246; Elovson 1928, p. 318.
56 Hildebrand 1951, p. 43.
57 Söderström to BoT, 20 December 1792, Richard Söderström’s reports 1786–1799, Americana
vol. 1, SNA.
58 Almqvist 1912–15, p. 606.
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from the 1780s, but for the 1790s the situation is better. Söderström was ap-
pointed a consul to Boston but he did not stay there. His reports are dated first
from New York (1786–90) and then from Philadelphia (1792–99).59 Usually,
his reports concerned the Swedish trade interests in the United States, but, to a
surprising extent, he informed the Board of Trade about the political situation
in the country. Söderström was no unbiased observer. He saw American politi-
cal, commercial and shipping developments through the eyes of the Swedish
interest. 

Söderström’s letters from New York, from the late 1780s, almost exclusively
concerned the political situation. For example, he reported on the conflicts
between the states of the union, and on the election of George Washington as
the President of the United States. He forwarded to Stockholm copies of all
important laws and decrees issued by the Congress. He even paid attention to
economic development. In 1790, Söderström wrote that the American states
had become less and less dependent on European commodities during the
1780s. There were very few comments on Swedish shipping and trade to the
United States. The few notes on these issues almost exclusively concerned es-
caping Swedish seamen. Apparently this was not only a problem for Swedish
shipping within the Mediterranean. High American wages tempted Swedish
seamen to change flag. Yet in 1790, another reason for Swedish seamen to leave
Swedish ships seems to have been the Russo-Swedish War.60 The problem with
these seamen bears witness to the fact that Swedish-flagged ships were travelling
between European (non-Swedish) ports and the US. 

In December 1792, Söderström applied for the extension of his consular
district to the whole United States—not merely Boston—and he also asked for
the right to appoint vice-consuls. He argued as to how important it was for
him, as a Swedish representative, to reside in the same place where the Congress
met. In the same letter he also informed the Board of Trade that he bought a
landed estate. This might be indirect evidence that his trading firm had not
done well in the late 1780s.61

The application, in fact, was a request to promote his Boston consulate into
the general consulate for the whole United States. The letter was forwarded to
the Stockholm Merchant Association, which expressed its disapproval. The
Stockholm merchants’ answer is worth presenting in detail. It is very enlighten-
ing in terms of the situation of Swedish-American trade by 1790. First, the
Association commented on the economic situation of both consuls, Hellstedt
and Söderström. Apparently neither of them, according to the Stockholm mer-
chants, could carry out their consular duties. Söderström was living on his
farm, as he openly admitted, and Hellstedt was out of business. According to
the Stockholm merchants, Söderström’s farming activities were not a proper

59 Richard Söderström’s reports preserved mainly in the collection Diplomatica Americana SNA,
1790, and partly in the Consular Reports, BoT SNA
60 Söderström’s reports 1786–90, dated at New York, Americana vol. 1, SNA.
61 Söderström to BoT, 20 December 1792, Americana vol. 1, SNA.
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occupation for a Swedish consul to the United States.62 The merchants con-
cluded that Swedish trade with the United States was so limited that no consuls
could live on commissions from the Swedish-American trade and that, at the
end of the day, Swedish consuls in the United States were superfluous. In addi-
tion, the merchants pointed out that both Söderström and Hellstedt had been
appointed consuls without their approval and that they were unknown to
them. Söderström’s application to promote his consulate to the status of general
consulate was declined.

It is worth looking at the case in detail, because the Association’s unenthusi-
astic view of the Swedish consular service in the US and of Swedish-American
trade has a more complicated background. The Stockholm elite most probably
saw Söderström and his business associates as competitors. This perhaps ex-
plains their statement that Richard Söderström was an unknown person to
them—which was very strange, considering his long career and contacts with
the Arfwedson family. The Stockholm merchants had at least two strong inter-
ests of their own in the question. Many representatives of the Stockholm Mer-
chant Association were shareholders in the Swedish West India Company, and
the Association lent a substantial sum of money to the company (20,000 rix-
dollars). The West India Company competed with private Swedish transatlan-
tic trade, as well as with people like Söderström and his business friends. The
company trade did not develop very well, so the shareholders were almost
certainly prepared to undermine the competition. 

63
 The incident mirrors in a

sense the differing interests of the Gothenburg (connected to Richard Söder-
ström) and Stockholm (connected to the West India Company) mercantile
groups. 

During the following years Söderström’s situation improved. In March
1793, he was appointed Danish consul to the United States, which at the least
doubled his potential commissions and consular duties. From 1793, when war
between Britain and France again broke out, Sweden could exploit its neutral-
ity anew, and the deteriorating relations between the United States and Britain
had similar consequences for the Swedes. Swedish shipping capacity was in
demand, as was the consul’s assistance. When Söderström again applied for an
extended consular district, in 1794, the Board of Trade approved his applica-
tion, despite another critical statement on the matter by the Stockholm Mer-
chant Association.64

In a lengthy letter of October 1793, Söderström characterises the improving
conditions of Swedish shipping to the United States in detail. He mentions the
ongoing war in Europe as the most important reason for the improvement.

62 Stockholm Merchant Association to BoT, received 6 August 1793, Consular Reports, Boston
EVI aa 54, BoT SNA.
63 Hildebrand 1951, p. 246. For details on the Association’s loan to the Company, see Hilde-
brand 1951, p. 300.
64 Söderstöm to BoT, 5 September 1795, Philadelphia, Americana vol. 1, SNA. The letter con-
firms the extension of his district and the right of appointing vice-consuls.



190

Söderström even inserted a notice in American newspapers, informing the
American merchants of Sweden’s neutrality. As usual, even this form of neutral-
ity shipping was connected with risks. French privateers were taking neutrals
sailing between the Caribbean and the mainland, as two Swedish-flagged ves-
sels found to their cost.

Söderström’s data on the Swedish traffic in American ports in 1793–94 pro-
vide a view of the growth in shipping between the Mediterranean and the
United States. In 1793, prior to October, two Swedish vessels arrived in Boston
from Sicily with cargoes of salt, wine and brandy, and returned with fish, sugar
and coffee. Another vessel arrived in New York from Livorno, with a cargo of
wine and olive oil. There was also dynamic traffic involving Swedish-flagged
vessels from St. Barthélemy. St. Barthélemy-registered Swedes unloaded their
cargoes of sugar, coffee and rum at different ports of the US, and returned with
American products. Between October 1793 and May 1794, at least another
twenty Swedish vessels arrived from the Mediterranean.65

This shipping exclusively involved tramp shipping between the United
States, the Mediterranean and St. Barthélemy. Regarding direct trade between
the United States and Sweden, Söderström mentioned in his letter that his
American business friends had asked him why American exporters had to pay
much higher duties in Sweden than the Swedes, and why the trade with Swe-
den was not as liberal as that with Denmark. According to their complaints, for
example, the Swedish duties on tobacco imports were as much as 50 per cent of
the commodity value. 

Another issue in the correspondence was that of free staple rights in Gothen-
burg. In 1794, Gothenburg received general liberty of entrepôt for foreign
merchandise (nederlagsrätten). The same year, Marstrand, a small harbour on
Sweden’s west coast, which had been proclaimed a free port (porto franco) in
1775, lost its rights.66 Marstrand was too small to promote transit trade with
Sweden. Instead Copenhagen, with its free staple rights, functioned as a transit
entrepôt, and many American vessels obtained their return cargoes there, car-
goes consisting among other things of Swedish iron. 

Giving free staple rights to Gothenburg was very much in accordance with
the free trade policy of Johan Liljecrantz. The opening of Gothenburg for the
transit trade has to be seen as an important precondition for the town’s role
during the wars of 1793–1815, and especially in the period 1806–15. 

The years 1793 and 1794 were also very good years for Swedish neutrality
shipping to the United States. Söderström described the changed situation in
his letter of 3 May 1794 in the following words: 

I can say that this and the previous year are the only years in which something of
importance has happened [meaning in terms of Swedish business].67 

65 Söderstöm to BoT, 2 October 1793, Philadelphia, Americana vol. 1, SNA; see also Hildebrand
1951, p. 249.
66 Essén 1928; af Malmborg 2001, p. 78.
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In February 1794 alone, three Swedish and five Danish ships arrived in Ameri-
can ports, all from the Mediterranean and all subsequently loaded in the
United States with return cargoes of grain and flour. For example, one of the
Swedish ships was chartered, on a Spanish account, from Cadiz to Virginia
and back for a freight of £650, which Söderström considered a low price.68 In
letter after letter, he accused the Swedish shipowners of being bad business-
men, as they were losing vast amounts of money on contracts made in Spain
and Portugal. Instead, he suggested, they should charter their ships in the
United States. 

As an example of how profitable Swedish shipping could be, if shipowners
would simply follow his advice, Söderström referred to a freight contact which
he had made with the house of Küsel and Hebbe (most probably concerning
the ship Grefven af Haga, of 192 lasts). He chartered the ship for a voyage from
Baltimore to Spanish Hispaniola and Hamburg for £3,300. In addition, the
shipowner was paid the freight from Lisbon to Baltimore (£480). Thus the
total revenue for this contract was £3,780. The same vessel was chartered in
Portugal for the voyage Lisbon-Baltimore-Lisbon for £980. According to
Söderström, all Swedish vessels could obtain such advantageous contracts if
they were chartered in American ports and not in Europe.69

The consul repeatedly expressed his concern that American shipping would
ultimately elbow out the tramp shipping of small European states, the Danes
and Swedes in particular.

My thought is that it is in all the European powers’ interest to exclude the Amer-
icans from the Mediterranean as long as possible and to increase the cost of such
permission [for them] as much as possible, hence if they will be allowed [to enter
the Mediterranean] all freights that other nations’ vessels have always had will be
taken over by them.70 

In this perspective, it is understandable why so much of Söderström’s attention
was drawn to the conditions of American tramp shipping. In these years two
issues were especially in focus: the problems with the Algiers corsairs and the
crisis of British-American relations in 1793–94.

In numerous letters from winter 1793–94 and spring 1794, Söderström re-
ported on the American war with Algiers and the conditions of shipping be-
tween the Mediterranean and the United States. He referred in detail to the
American discussions on this issue, referring both to the issue of the payment
of ransoms/gifts on the part of the Swedes, Danes and Dutch, and the issue of
building an American convoy fleet of frigates. During the spring of 1794, Con-
gress already seemed prepared to follow the small states’ example in North
Africa and pay. But until 1795 the United States had no peace treaty with

67 Söderström to BoT, 3 May 1794, Philadelphia, Americana vol. 1, SNA.
68 Söderstöm to BoT, 28 February 1794, Philadelphia, Americana vol. 1, SNA.
69 Söderstöm to BoT, 24 May 1794, Philadelphia, Americana vol. 1, SNA.
70 Söderström to BoT, 10 January 1794, Philadelphia, Americana vol. 1, SNA.
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Algiers, and corsairs were capturing American ships. Swedish ships, on the
other hand, moved safely both inside and outside the Mediterranean. Therefore
Swedish-flagged ships had a good reputation among American merchants. 

The second issue was the crisis in British-American relations, which was one
of the consequences of the outbreak of the European war. American shipping
suffered terribly from British raids. According to Söderström, up until the end
of March 1794 the British had taken about 200 American vessels in the Carib-
bean, loaded both with cargoes from the United States to the French West
Indian islands and with return cargoes. The American authorities considered
confiscating all neutral ships in American seaports. Söderström communicated
this information to his contacts in the American seaports, to warn Swedish and
Danish shipmasters, and, heeding his warnings, the majority of the Nordic
vessels left the US by the end of March 1794.71

On 27 March 1794, the American authorities declared the Embargo Law.
The law was implemented for 30 days with a possibility of extension to 60 or
90 days.72 Shipping in the American ports was paralysed, and war between the
United States and Britain seemed unavoidable. The Embargo Law affected four
Swedish vessels, all destined for Portugal with grain and flour. On the other
hand, the consul also mentioned two Swedish vessels, which left the ports of
Petersburg (Virginia) and Philadelphia even during the embargo. 

By the end of May the situation had stabilised. The United States sent a
mission to Britain led by John Jay, the US chief justice and envoy extraordi-
nary, with the aim of settling British-American relations. By the end of the year,
19 November 1794, the so-called Jay treaty  was concluded. However, it took
another year before Congress ratified it. The treaty settled American–British
relations in many problematic areas, one of them being tramp shipping and the
trade with the West Indies. For Americans, the most important outcome of the
treaty was that the US retained—for the time being—unbroken neutrality in
the European wars. Americans became major sea carriers in the troubled years
of the French Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars.

From Söderström’s point of view, of course, the peaceful settlement of the
crisis was not good news. The war between the US and Britain that he had
hoped for did not arrive, and the Swedes and Danes lost a profitable shipping
opportunity. Söderström’s letters from autumn 1794 and spring 1795 are sadly
missing. He would surely have referred in detail to the negotiations and the Jay
treaty. The next preserved letter, dated June 1795, primarily concerned this
treaty’s consequences for American commerce.73 In his evaluation, Söderström
disagreed completely with the American public, who had interpreted the Jay
treaty as a surrender to the British, and whose bitterness was great when Con-
gress accepted it. In contrast, the Swedish consul saw the Jay treaty as being
very advantageous for the Americans. He mentioned specifically the opening of

71 Söderström to BoT, 25 March 1794, Philadelphia, Americana vol. 1, SNA.
72 Söderström to BoT, 28 March and 17 April 1794, Philadelphia, Americana vol. 1, SNA.
73 Söderström to BoT, 27 June 1795, Philadelphia, Americana vol. 1, SNA.
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direct American trade with the East Indies—apparently a trade that concerned
him very much. As regards the conditions of Swedish shipping, the freight rates
for voyages to the Mediterranean were still quite profitable in June 1795. How-
ever, few Swedish vessels arrived in the United States that year. 

During the following three years Söderström’s correspondence is again
sparse. It is difficult to say whether letters are missing from the archives, or
whether he simply did not report. A number of letters of 1798 again give a
picture of risky shipping conditions, especially for American vessels. In 1798,
however, the American problems related to French privateers. But even Spanish
and British were seizing American shipping. Söderström’s May reports de-
scribed American shipmasters that did not have the courage to leave their ports,
and French privateers waiting along the coast and capturing Americans. He
mentioned seizures of vessels engaged in European trade, and also some richly
laden East Indiamen. 

In direct trade with Europe, the Americans could commonly use the English
convoying, but in the West Indies the situation was worse. With the aim of
increasing the safety of their shipping, the Americans launched an ambitious
program for building a convoy fleet of about twenty frigates. The consul fol-
lowed the progress of this program in detail, and in June he could report on the
first incidents in which American frigates had freed American vessels and even
taken a French privateer.74 

As in the earlier years, Söderström saw these unstable conditions as a profit-
able opportunity for Swedish shipping. In May there were about forty Swedish
and Danish ships waiting in the American seaports, and their masters were
asking Söderström for advice. The consul recommended that Swedish masters
should offer their ships for charter for European voyages. In Söderström’s opin-
ion, the French privateers could not treat the Danes and Swedes in the same
way as they treated the Americans. However, the Swedish masters were less
enthusiastic, as they knew that neither Swedish nor Danish vessels invariably
avoided being taken by French privateers. For example, the ship Neptunus,
based in Gävle, first sailed from Baltimore to St. Barthélemy with a cargo of
sawn timber, and this voyage ended well. But it was taken on the way from St.
Barthélemy to Haiti and forced to go to Guadeloupe.75

In spring 1798, Söderström appointed new Swedish vice-consuls. Joseph
Winthrop became the vice-consul in Charleston, South Carolina. Jonathan
Swift was appointed the Swedish vice-consul in Alexandria (for the district of
Virginia and Maryland). Christian U. Grill was appointed for Baltimore (Mar-
yland) and Henrik Gahn for New York (district of New York and Connecti-
cut). Gahn and Grill were the only Swedes among the appointed vice-consuls,
and were both members of known merchant families. In New Hampshire and

74 Söderström to BoT, 12 April and 10 May 1798 Philadelphia, On liberation of the captured
ships see 2 June 1798, Philadelphia, Americana vol. 1, SNA.
75 Söderström to BoT, 10 May 1798, Philadelphia, Americana vol. 1, SNA.
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Massachusetts, Swedish interests were represented by Ch. F. Degen. All Söder-
ström’s vice-consuls gave assistance to both Swedish and Danish ships.76

Other letters also reveal an increasing American interest in direct trade with
Sweden. The foremost reason for the interest was the news of the French cap-
ture of Bremen and Hamburg, which had, as earlier mentioned, a key position
in the American redistribution network in northern Europe. American mer-
chants were looking for alternative destinations, safe from the French, and
Sweden was one such destination. Söderström wrote that perhaps as early as the
summer of 1798, American vessels could unload their cargoes in Gothenburg.
He was receiving queries from American seaports regarding import rules and
duties in Gothenburg.77 We cannot evaluate the importance of Söderström’s
information for the transformation of the Swedish-American trade pattern; it
would take another eight years before Gothenburg began to play such a role.
But the original notion of Gothenburg’s new prominence was clearly already in
evidence in the summer of 1798.

The West Indies and American foreign policy, once again, received much
attention in the following year’s correspondence. Söderström reported on the
secret mission of Dr. Heyens, a brother of Alexander Hamilton, who was sent
to Haiti to sign a trade treaty with general Toussaint l’Ouverture, the leader of
Haiti’s rebels. Heyens was favourably received on Haiti and, as a result of the
negotiations, the Haitian leader, Toussaint, received American military sup-
port. It is clear that American mercantile circles expected large advantages to
accrue from this mission. 

We have already mentioned that Haiti was France’s most important colony.
Before the French Revolution, the island was the biggest producer of sugar and
coffee in the Caribbean. In fact, according to the estimated plantation output
for 1770, Haiti alone was producing more colonial goods than all the British
West Indies.78 Söderström wrote that if the trade treaty was concluded it might
result in ‘[…] an endless traffic from this island to America and England […]’,
and he was hoping that Sweden could obtain a share in this trade.79 These
grand expectations were not fulfilled; the coming years of political unrest de-
stroyed completely Haiti’s plantation economy. In 1804, Haiti became the sec-
ond independent state in the Americas. 

Once again, the topic of the balance between the legal and illicit forms of
neutral shipping consumed much of the consul’s time. On the one hand, priva-
teering against Danish and Swedish shipping continued, and Söderström was
engaged in legal proceedings concerning the captured vessels. He was fre-
quently having to travel between Baltimore and New York to take part in court
proceedings. On the other hand, he made an effort to limit the illegal use of the
Swedish flag. For example, in autumn 1799, the case of the ship Continencen

76 Söderström to BoT, 12 April 1798, Philadelphia, Americana vol. 1, SNA.
77 Söderström to BoT, 2 June 1798, Philadelphia, Americana vol. 1, SNA.
78 For the data see Engerman 2000, especially, pp. 246–247, table 9.3.
79 Söderström to BoT, 28 February and 16 May 1799, Philadelphia, Americana vol. 1, SNA.
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consumed much of his attention. The ship arrived in Boston from St. Thomas
in the West Indies with a Swedish Algerian passport as the only document
supporting its Swedish nationality. Söderström ordered the ship into custody to
avoid suspicion. Nevertheless, it became clear—most probably due to the testi-
mony of Swedish shipmasters—that Continencen really was a Swedish vessel,
based at Gamla Karleby, and that it had sailed to the West Indies with a char-
tered Mediterranean cargo—as had so many other Swedish vessels.80 

American vessels taken by privateers off St. Barthélemy’s coast were another
recurrent theme affecting Söderström’s consular duties. A letter from the Amer-
ican consul on St. Barthélemy, Job Wall, sheds light on the character of the
problem.81 The French privateers used to take their American prizes into Gus-
tavia, and the Swedish Governor there did nothing to stop them. At least in one
case, in 1799, a French privateer also sold its prize in Gustavia. According to
the documents concerning the American schooner Reliance, taken into Gusta-
via, the American master asked the Swedish Governor to have his vessel re-
stored but was refused. Instead the schooner was sold in the town, which of
course annoyed the local American merchants.82

As regards Swedish and Danish shipping, freight rates paid for voyages to
Europe were very high. Söderström reported (December 1799) on freight rates
from £6 to 7 and 10 shillings per ton. The Danes seemed to exploit the situa-
tion well, but there were only a few Swedish vessels in US ports.83 Unfortu-
nately, Söderström does not give us any statistical data on the volume of Swed-
ish trade or traffic in America. He was apparently more concerned with news
about American political life and the international situation than about ship-
ping lists, in spite of the fact that he was no admirer of republican government.
In a letter of 1799 he wrote:

I have now followed their Republican Government for fourteen years but it does
not suit me at all and I hope never to be forced to take an oath as a citizen of a
Republic.84 

Looking at the whole period of Söderström’s stay in the United States, the
situation of 1798–1800 was clearly much better than the years directly after the
American War of Independence. From the beginning of the French Revolu-
tionary Wars, Swedish shipping could again employ a neutrality strategy. In
America, however, the use of neutrality was to a high degree dependent on the
political situation of the young republic, and not least on the competition with
American shipping. 

80 Söderström to BoT, 10 October 1799 Philadelphia, Americana vol. 1, SNA.
81 Job Wall was an Amercian merchant who settled in St. Barthélemy in 1793. He married a
Swedish woman and he applied for service as American consul in the colony. After initial decline,
he was appointed in 1799. Already in 1793 Wall was engaged in a similar case, when the French
took into Gustavia an American vessel and sold it. Hildebrand 1951, pp. 286–288.
82 Söderström to BoT, 10 October 1799, Philadelphia, Americana vol. 1, SNA.
83 Söderström to BoT, 30 December 1799, Philadelphia, Americana vol. 1, SNA.
84 Söderström to BoT, 13 August 1798, Consular Reports, Philadelphia EVI aa 374, BoT SNA.
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Americans had employed the same neutrality strategy as Sweden and Den-
mark—though much more successfully. The years 1793–1807 were a period of
unprecedented growth for the US merchant fleet, which became the leading
carrier of the world and in many ways replaced the British. From 290,000 tons
before the war (1792) US shipping tonnage increased to almost 1.3 million
tons in 1807. The latter figure represented about 60 per cent of British ship-
ping capacity.85 

In comparison, the Danish and Swedish overseas merchant fleets at that
moment together had an estimated tonnage of about half a million tons.86

Hence, the Nordic carrying capacity was considerably lower, but even the
Danes and Swedes were leading neutral carriers and the path of development of
their shipping in the war years was comparable with that of the Americans. The
three countries, despite many other differences, had similar preconditions for
employing the neutrality strategy. One precondition was sufficient shipping
capacity and expertise in long-distance shipping. Another precondition was
their rather peripheral location, from the perspective of the French-British
struggle. Nevertheless, ‘peripheral’ was a relative term, as the Danes were to
find in 1801 and 1807.

6.7 Conclusions 
Sweden entered the field of transatlantic trade and shipping with grand ambi-
tions in the early 1780s. First, Sweden aimed to take part in the profitable West
Indian trade. The acquisition of St. Barthélemy and the transformation of Gus-
tavia harbour into a free port confirmed that the Swedish authorities were
seeking to follow the Danish and Dutch model in the West Indian trade. Sec-
ond, the new independence of the British North American colonies seemed to
open up a new market for Swedish products, especially iron. Third, the Swedes
hoped to make Sweden a gateway for American exchange with the Baltic. Two
preconditions for this trade were the rapid diplomatic recognition of, and a
trade treaty with, the United States. 

After a decade, the results of the policy were not very satisfying. Swedish
exports to the West Indies (including the US) were rather limited. Gothenburg
did not become an American gateway to the Baltic. The rapidly expanding
direct American trade with northern Europe went via the large redistribution
entrepôts such as Bremen and Hamburg, and Copenhagen and St. Petersburg
in the Baltic. 

The colonial endeavour in the Caribbean appeared to be more successful. St.
Barthélemy became an important transit location in the American trade with
the West Indian islands, in particular those of Britain. But the Swedish share in

85 Crouzet 2000, p. 305
86 Lindvall 1917, p. 422 and table 5.5 in this book. For the French estimate of Danish tonnage
(1786), see e.g. Unger 1992, p. 261, and Johansen 1992, p. 484.
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this transit trade was insignificant, and the Swedish West India Company, es-
tablished to promote Swedish trade with the West Indies, was not a success.

The situation improved after the outbreak of the French Revolutionary
Wars. Sweden, once again, made use of its neutrality. Richard Söderström’s
reports from the 1790s (especially 1793, 1794, 1798 and 1799) testify to the
rising numbers of Swedish vessels that arrived in American ports. Due to the
tense relations between the United States and Britain before the Jay treaty, and
the American war with the French of 1798–1800, there also was a profitable
market for Swedish shipping. Nevertheless, this shipping almost exclusively
concerned the traffic between the Mediterranean, the large northern European
ports, the West Indies, and the United States. Swedish vessels were employed in
tramp shipping between Europe, the United States and the West Indies. This
was not the kind of trade that the policy of the early 1780s was intended to
promote.

The wartime boom also made St. Barthélemy an important transit site. Car-
goes of belligerent nations were converted into neutral cargoes; vessels obtained
new owners, flags and passports. Vessels making such a metamorphosis were
called ‘new-made Swedes’. The key role of St. Barthélemy in this kind of semi-
illicit trade is apparent in Söderström’s reports. Yet the thriving transit business
in St. Barthélemy did not give anything to Sweden, and there were no Swedish
merchants who participated in it. 
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CHAPTER 7

Transatlantic connection: from neutrality 
shipping to iron trade

The English fleet during the French and Napoleonic Wars effectively reduced the
supply of world shipping to such a degree as to leave the American merchant
marine almost the sole source of supply. In consequence, freight rates, except for
the brief interval of the Peace of Amiens, more than doubled and American ship-
ping earnings played a strategic role in the development of the American econ-
omy during this period.

Douglass C. North 1

7.1 Introduction 
American shipping and trade went through a dramatic process of development
in the period of the French Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars. US shipping
capacity increased by some 300 per cent, at the same time as the freight rates
doubled in comparison with the previous peace period. Despite the many risks
involved, shipping became a highly profitable business for the republic. Un-
questionably, the boom was connected with the war, and these profitable op-
portunities disappeared with the Congress of Vienna. But by 1815, European
wars had been continuing for 22 years. As with the cases of Swedish or Danish
neutrality shipping, it is very difficult to evaluate the importance of the war-
time shipping boom in a long-term perspective. Nevertheless, the wealth accu-
mulated did not disappear in 1815. As Douglass C. North indicated, the
money earned in shipping played a strategic role in the economic development
of the United States during the period.

The American shipping boom was possible because of Britain’s naval mas-
tery. The British navy effectively eliminated the shipping capacity of its conti-
nental foes and so opened a vast market for sea transport to its former colony.
At the same time, the British did not have enough vessels to fill the capacity
gap. The Royal Navy left its enemies with privateering as the only effective
means of disturbing British control of the seas, which affected British carrying

1 North 1968, pp. 219–220.
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business substantially. Insurance premiums surged and wages in British mer-
chant shipping increased in parallel with the navy’s demand for men.2 

In contradistinction to Danish and Swedish neutrality shipping, which was
based on hiring out shipping capacity to foreigners, the American vessels car-
ried their own North-American products together with West Indian re-exports.
The American transatlantic trade was based on exports, which meant that
American shipowners had problems finding suitable return cargoes. Soon,
American shipmasters found that Swedish iron was a perfect return cargo. It
was heavy, and thus useful as ballast, as the Dutch also discovered, and it easily
found a market in the United States. Iron-exporting Gothenburg was not far
from Hamburg, Bremen or Copenhagen, and so it became a favourite stopover
point on American vessels’ home voyages. 

There had been some mercantile contacts between the United States and
Gothenburg since the early 1780s, but international trade conditions had not
been favourable to Gothenburg until the endorsement of the Continental System.
Then, for a couple of years, Gothenburg became a very important place in the
transit trade between Britain and the United States on the one hand, and the
continental countries on the other. American participation in this trade was very
important, as we will see. When the transit exchange of the Continental System
boom period disappeared after 1815, as rapidly as it had originally appeared, the
pattern of loading return cargoes of Swedish iron in Gothenburg survived. For
three decades, the United States became Sweden’s most important iron market.

This chapter focuses, in the first instance, on the establishment of this direct
connection between Sweden and the United States. However, it will also seek
to reveal any links between the pattern of the direct Swedish-American trade in
iron and Sweden’s ambitious policy of the early 1780s. The direct trade be-
tween Sweden and the United States will be explored from two perspectives:
first, we will look at Gothenburg’s role in the establishment of this direct trade;
second, we will analyse the development of this trade from the perspective of
Swedish consuls to the US. The chronological narrative will be complemented
by data on trade exchange and shipping.

7.2 American shipping and trade in Sweden under the 
Continental System 
Sweden’s neutrality has been highlighted here as the major factor in the devel-
opment of Swedish shipping in the late eighteenth century, but neutrality pri-
marily concerned tramp shipping between foreign ports. Swedish harbours did
not see any direct neutrality boom. In 1806 the situation changed. Due to the
enforcement of Napoleon’s Continental System, and the consequent British
blockade, Sweden became one of the few countries accessible for British and

2 Kennedy 1976, p. 131.
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American vessels. This time, the only other neutral actor left was the United
States, because the two other important neutrals of the previous century, the
Dutch Republic and Denmark, were eliminated—the former due to occupa-
tion, the latter due to the British capture of the Danish fleet and the subsequent
Danish alliance with Napoleon.3 

In the course of 1807, many British merchants previously settled in Tönnin-
gen (in Danish territory) and in Hamburg left these seaports and moved to
Helgoland or Sweden.4 Gothenburg became a major entrepôt of British trade
in northern Europe. The British trade statistics reveal Sweden’s sudden rise in
import levels at the other countries’ expense. In 1806, Sweden imported British
commodities valued at £175,000. The next year the import value increased to
£653,000, and in 1810 it reached almost £5 million.5 Thus, in the course of
four years British exports to Sweden increased thirty-fold. On the other hand,
Swedish exports to Britain only doubled.6 This shift, of course, reduced the
damage caused by the Continental System.

The American trade followed the same pattern but its increase was even
more spectacular. American exports to Sweden were valued at a tiny $90,000 in
1807. In 1808 the US trade with Europe was paralysed because of Jefferson’s
Embargo Law (December 1807–March 1809). But the next year, 1809, Ame-
rican exports to Sweden reached a value of $5.44 million, and in 1810 a value
of $5.86 million. In 1811, the export value fell back to $630,000. These ex-
ports consisted of typical American products (tobacco and cotton) and re-ex-

3 On the Denmark’s sitution after the failure of the Armed Neutrality of 1800, and capture of the
Danish navy in 1807, see Feldbaek 1980, pp. 202–208.
4 On the role of Helgoland, see e.g. Heckscher 1918, p. 124. 
5 Crouzet 1958, pp. 265–266, p. 883 (table 1).
6 Adamson 1969, pp. 65–66.

Table 7.1: British exports to Sweden and some other countries of northern Europe
1802–12 (£ ‘000s)

Year Sweden Russia
Denmark 
and Norway Prussia

Germany 
including 
Helgoland

Total British 
exports

1802      91 1,282    427    818 8,005 41,412
1803      82 1,260 1,684 1,544 5,111 31,439
1804    125 1,200 3,776 3,941 1,335 34,451
1805    124 1,508 4,360 5,017 1,652 34,309
1806    175 1,692 1,438    462 5,608 36,527
1807    653 1,700 4,898    153    351 34,567
1808 2,358    395      21      70 1,532 34,554
1809 3,524    879    258    595 5,953 50,287
1810 4,871    877    236 2,597 2,153 45,870
1811    523    731    726      57      61 32,410
1812 2,308 1,807    757      84    199 43,242

Source: Crouzet 1958, p. 883, table 1.
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ports of colonial products (sugar and coffee). Table 7.2 provides an overview of
the rapid development of the colonial import trade into Gothenburg. 

The volume of the American shipping engaged in this trade confirms the
earlier picture of a boom. Before 1809 about fifteen American vessels called at
Gothenburg annually, mainly to pick up ballast. They usually arrived only to
load up a cargo of bar-iron for their return voyage. The total number of Ameri-
can ships entering Gothenburg in 1809 was as much as 169. Many came di-
rectly from the United States.7 The same year the total number of incoming
ships in Gothenburg was 1,392—the best year of the of the Continental Sys-
tem period. 

Because of the complicated political situation and the vast amount of illicit
activities, the registered data are not fully reliable. A substantial share of the
transit trade simply by-passed the Swedish authorities, at the same time as vessels
and cargoes were changing nationality. It was usual that commodities were stored
outside the city; the herring fisheries along the coast had been stagnating for
some years, and so they provided storage facilities for transit cargoes.8 

The employment of Gothenburg and western Sweden as a kind of depot for
American and West Indian commodities left considerable free capacity for out-
ward shipping. This capacity was partly filled with sawn timber destined for
Britain, partly with iron destined for the United States. In 1809, twenty-five of
the seventy American vessels registered as loading cargoes in Gothenburg took
on iron, while the remaining vessels loaded sawn timber for Britain. In 1810
the shipping to Britain declined and even higher share of shipping capacity
went directly to the United States. Consequently, Swedish iron exports to
North America soared to 16,395 metric tons in 1810. This volume then repre-

7 Tiselius 1935, p. 26.
8 Adamson 1969, p. 70.

Table 7.2: Colonial and American products stored in Gothenburg (tons), and the
value of US exports ($ million) to Sweden 1807–16

Year Cotton Coffee Sugar Rice Tobacco

Value of US 
exports to 
Sweden 

1807     –    484.1    946.7 137.1     7.6 0.09
1808   11.7    571.0 1,226.8   22.8 127.9    –
1809 301.5 1,244.9 3,184.2 315.6 497.2 5.44
1810 555.0 1,953.3 6,160.7 297.4 413.5 5.86
1811 108.4      73.8      21.1 605.9 305.2 0.63
1812 1,688.6 1,454.6
1813 2,454.7 2,207.4
1814 1,669.0 1,448.6
1815    223.3      54.4
1816      29.0        5.9

Source: Tiselius 1935, pp. 22 and 365; Adamson 1969, p. 66
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sented about two-thirds of American iron production.9 
The establishment of the trade link between Sweden and the United States

after 1807 also had diplomatic aspects; both the states simply became more
important for each other. More senior diplomatic representatives than consuls
were appointed, and the trade treaty was renewed. The United States was one
of the few states in which Sweden had diplomatic representation during the
wars. In August 1812, Johan Albert Kantzow Sr., the Lisbon consul since 1782
and the first Swedish representative to Brazil, was appointed Swedish envoy
(ministerresident) to the United States. However, Kantzow’s voyage to Washing-
ton took too long. He went to the US via London, where he was supposed to
mediate between the Americans and the British in the conflict concerning
American shipping and British naval interests. When war between the US and
Britain broke out, he still was in London. In October 1813, he finally arrived at
Washington. The American mission in Stockholm, however, was opened even
later, in April 1814, due to political opposition at home.10 Kantzow’s diplo-
matic missions on the other side of Atlantic certainly had an important influ-
ence on his son Johan Albert Kantzow Jr’s engagement in the transatlantic
trade. His firm Kantzow and Biel belonged was among the most active in both
the trade with North America and Brazil. 

The extreme changes in Gothenburg’s transit trade in these years depended
on developments outside the control of the Gothenburg merchants: warfare on
the continent and the violent changes in Swedish foreign policy. Therefore an
outline of Sweden’s political situation between 1806 and 1815 is necessary in
order to make these developments comprehensible. Paradoxically, the same
policy which provided the Gothenburg merchants with the opportunity of
making enormous profits also draw Sweden into a catastrophic war against
Russia, entailed the loss of Finland, and brought on a constitutional revolution.
The Russo-Swedish war of 1808–09 was a minor part of the Napoleonic Wars,
but, for Sweden, it was a true national trauma. 

The conflict with Russia was a consequence of the Swedish King Gustav IV
Adolf ’s uncompromising policy against Napoleon. With the treaty of Tilsit of
1807, the Russian Emperor Alexander I made a complete turnabout in Russia’s
foreign policy, becoming a Napoleonic ally. The two Emperors divided Europe
into spheres of influence with disastrous consequences for Sweden. The Swed-
ish king refused to adapt to the new situation and Sweden’s relations with
Russia deteriorated rapidly. In February 1808, Russia declared war, and was
soon joined by Denmark, a reluctant ally of France and Russia after the disas-
trous war of 1807 with Britain. Danish participation in the war, however, was
not particularly visible. The only notable signs were the activities of the Swed-
ish and Danish privateers.11 

9 Adamson 1969, pp. 68–70; Hildebrand 1957, p. 96
10 Tunberg 1935, pp. 357–358; Jansson 1964, pp. 51–52
11 On the Danish privateering activities and the British navy’s convoy protection, see Tiselius
1935, pp. 125–146.
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The war developed into a Swedish catastrophe on the eastern front. Finland
was occupied and even northern and western Sweden were endangered. Under
the looming shadow of civil war, Gustav IV Adolf was removed in a bloodless
constitutional revolution on 13 March 1809, and a new regime soon signed a
peace treaty with Russia (September 1809).12

The bloodless revolution also entailed the re-orientation of Swedish policy
toward France, and, from January 1810, Sweden formally entered the Conti-
nental System. In spite of this foreign policy shift, Swedish-British relations
remained relatively good, and the flow of colonial commodities continued to
arrive in Gothenburg. In fact, the opportunity for illicit trade with the conti-
nent even increased. As part of the settlement with France, Swedish Pomerania
again came under Swedish rule, which opened a new, convenient smuggling
avenue to the continent. The British, who controlled the waters between Den-
mark and Sweden, agreed that they would not seize Swedish vessels travelling
between Swedish ports, which also included vessels travelling between Gothen-
burg, Scania and Swedish Pomerania. The smuggling traffic from Gothenburg
to the continent was, in fact, carried on under British protection.13 Hence, in
spite of Sweden’s formal participation in the Continental System, 1810 became
the best year in this Swedish-British wartime trade.

The French were, of course, aware of the smuggling traffic between Sweden
and Britain, and late in 1810 (November) they forced the new Swedish gov-
ernment to declare war on Britain. Thus, under pressure of a French ultima-
tum, on 17 November 1810, Sweden declared war. On both sides, the declara-
tion was seen as a formality, forced on Sweden by the French; nevertheless
Anglo-Swedish trade declined. In 1811, British exports to Sweden reached
only one-tenth of the previous year’s value (table 7.1).14 As early as summer
1812, Sweden left the Continental System and the peculiar ‘war’ with Britain
was ended. 

The two opposite sides of the Swedish experience in the turmoil of 1807–12
are worth mentioning. On the one hand, these years proved that Sweden, in
spite of its peripheral location, was not safe from the continental wars. In the
extreme post-1807 situation, traditional neutrality policy did not work. On the
other hand, the escalation of the British-French conflict at least made Sweden’s
west coast a huge marketplace for illicit transit traffic, and provided the Swed-
ish merchants with immensely profitable opportunities. It is difficult, if not
impossible, to assess the actual impact of these years on Gothenburg’s, or even
on Sweden’s, future economic development. However, at least in terms of the
shift of the iron trade away from Britain and to the US, the years of the Conti-
nental System were crucial.

There is a striking similarity between the Danish and Swedish experiences of
these years, in spite of the fact that Denmark became strongly connected to the

12 Barton 1986, pp. 275–293
13 Crouzet 1958, p. 427; Tiselius 1935, p. 224.
14 Crouzet 1958, p. 600.
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continental powers. Like Sweden in 1808, Denmark too was confronted with
an impossible choice—in the Danish case between Britain and France. Due to
a conflict concerning Danish neutrality shipping, Denmark was propelled into
war with Britain and forced into the French camp. The consequences were
disastrous. First, Copenhagen was bombarded and the Danish fleet seized; sec-
ond, Denmark proper lost contact with Norway, Iceland and its other colonies
because of the British blockade. The loss of Norway to Sweden, in 1814, was
one of the consequences of this development. 

In conclusion, until the maelstrom of 1806/7, both the Nordic kingdoms
employed their neutrality strategy rather successfully. However, the escalation of
the war between France and Great Britain no longer left any space for the pe-
ripheral smaller powers. In the extreme post-1806 conditions their neutrality
strategy did not work. As the historian of the Danish neutrality policy, Ole
Feldbæk, has pointed out, in the course of the French Revolutionary and Napo-
leonic Wars the small powers became relatively weaker and the great powers
relatively stronger: the room for an independent international policy shrank. An
escalation of the wars also entailed the great powers becoming less concerned
with the interests of the small powers, and the legitimate opportunity for neu-
trality that shaped so much eighteenth-century Danish and Swedish policy dis-
appeared.15 The successes and failures of eighteenth-century Scandinavian neu-
trality of course invite to a comparison with the region’s twentieth-century neu-
trality, which also seemed to work rather well until 1939, but did not function
so successfully in the extremes of the Second World War and the Cold War.

Unsurprisingly, the Gothenburg merchants had no opportunity to affect de-
velopments at international level. But they could exploit the opportunities that
the wartime boom provided them with. The rapid adjustment of the economy
in western Sweden is visible in the establishment of new processing industries,
and in the rise of a new entrepreneurial group in the city. Between 1806 and
1815, three new sugar refineries were established in Gothenburg. The sugar
industry, based on imports, became the city’s dominant industry, even more
important than textiles. The tobacco processing industry also expanded.16 The
rapid expansion of these industries would have been unthinkable without the
huge transit trade. In addition, the Gothenburg shipping industry expanded.
Whereas, in the 1780s and 1790s, the total tonnage of Gothenburg’s merchant
fleet increased from about 8,700 lasts to 10,300 lasts, it expanded to over
16,000 lasts in the period 1811–15.17 Certainly, a significant part of the growth
might be explained by changes of flag, as the number of American vessels that
‘became’ Swedish indicates.

The number of merchants with burgher rights followed the same path. By
1806, there were about 200 merchants in Gothenburg. After a minor increase
in 1807–09, the merchant community doubled; by 1813–14 there were about

15 Feldbaek 1980, p. 202.
16 Andersson 1977b, p. 5. 
17 Andersson 1977a, p. 30.
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440 merchants. After the wars, the number of merchants declined, yet stabi-
lised at over 300 merchants in the early 1820s.18 

The influx of new merchants also changed the character of the Gothenburg
merchant community. In addition to the group established by the end of the
eighteenth century, a group of new entrepreneurial talents entered the mer-
chant elite after 1800. Many of these men were of foreign origin and for many
of them trade contacts with the Americans played a very important role. Alex-
ander Barclay, Joseph and Olof Hall, Olof Wijk and James Dickson belonged
to this group.19 

In particular, Olof Wijk is representative of these men. As we saw in the
introduction to chapter 6, he had very good contacts with the American mer-
chants, who used his business as cover during the 1812–14 war. He obtained
his burgher rights in 1808, after taking over a firm belonging to James Christie,
in which he started his career. An analysis of his firm’s accounts from the period
reveals remarkable profitability, as well as a very rapid increase in the firm’s
turnover and accumulation of wealth. In 1808, his business had a turnover of
36,000 kronor.20 In 1809, the turnover of his firm increased to 85,000, and in
1810 to 129,000 kronor. After stagnation in 1811 (122,000), it continued to
expand, reaching 354,000 kronor in 1814. Hence, in a six-year period, the
turnover of Wijk’s firm increased tenfold. The business was also hugely profita-
ble. The profits were highest in the first two years, with a profitability of 103.4
per cent in 1808, and 84.2 per cent in 1809 (annual profit on his own capital).
The profits appear to have been made in the privateering business. In period
1808–09, during the Swedish war with Russia and Denmark, Wijk was en-
gaged in privateering.21

The firm’s profitability also reached a more than satisfactory 30 per cent in
the years 1810–14. In this period, Wijk’s business concerned shipping and
trade, partly based on American investments. Wijk became a registered ship-
owner of at least two previously American vessels. During the post-war crisis,
the firm’s turnover declined, but not by very much, and the firm had begun to
rise again by 1818. In 1825, after ten peaceful years, the Wijk enterprise’s
turnover was about half a million kronor. This short summary does not testify
only to the extremely profitable years of the Continental System boom,
Gothenburg’s ‘golden age’; it also proves Wijk’s capacity to exploit the wartime
boom, as well as underlining his skill in adapting to the very different condi-
tions obtaining after the war.22 

Olof Wijk, in contrast to many other merchants, survived the crisis of 1816–
20. One of the reasons why Wijk avoided the bankruptcy that befell so many of
his colleagues was his early focus on the American iron trade. Swedish iron

18 Andersson 1977b, pp. 18, 25.
19 Andersson 1977b, p. 55
20 Andersson 1977b, p. 60 Andersson’s calculation is made in kronor. The contemporary accoun-
ting currency was however rixdollars. 
21Clemensson 1978, p. XIV; Tiselius 1935, p. 131.
22 Andersson 1977b, p. 57.
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exports to North America can partly be connected to the 1808–14 boom; as
previously noted, iron was the perfect return cargo for vessels arriving with
American products. 

Alex Barclay is another representative of the group. Barclay was of Scottish
origin, but lived in Hamburg for at least five years at the beginning of the
century. He left Hamburg after the establishment of the Continental System
and settled in Gothenburg. In 1807 he applied for Swedish burgher rights. Due
to his international contact network he rapidly built up a large merchant house,
specialised in imports of colonial commodities (tobacco, cotton, and sugar).
Like Olof Wijk, Barclay managed to survive the post-1815 decline. However,
his short-term decline after the ‘golden age’ was rapid. In the period 1810–12,
Barclay was among the highest-taxed merchants in the city, and he declared
high annual income rates. In 1816–20 he declared no income at all. But in the
beginning of the 1820s, his situation again improved—mainly due to his iron
trade—and during the 1820s and 1830s he was among Gothenburg’s leading
iron merchants.23

The pattern of shipping in which the American vessels took cargoes of Swed-
ish bar-iron on their home voyages was already established during the 1790s,
long before the Continental System boom. However, no Swedish ships took
part in this trade. Boston seems to have been the major destination for these
cargoes. Price quotations on ‘Swedes iron’ from Boston are dated as early as
1792.24 By 1800 a couple of American ships had already been returning regu-
larly to Gothenburg year after year. The first American merchants with this
kind of business with Gothenburg were the Parsons from Boston. Their ship
Peregrine returned to Gothenburg every year between 1792 and 1807.25 On the
Swedish side, the houses of Martin Holtermans Söner, and Low and Smith
were the first suppliers. Both Swedish firms were among the group of old and
well-established iron traders. As it became more and more difficult to sell iron
on the British market, due to the introduction of Cort’s technology, and due to
the high British duties, other Swedish merchants also found the American mar-
ket attractive.

Nevertheless, the export figures for the period before the expansion of 1807
show that the American market was in fact quite insignificant, usually less than
1,000 metric tons per annum. (By the late eighteenth century, Sweden was
exporting about 40–50,000 metric tons overall.26) The situation changed very
quickly after the introduction of the Continental System. As previously men-
tioned, in 1810 the iron exports from Sweden to the US increased to over
16,000 tons. A comparison between Stockholm and Gothenburg also shows,
however, that the North America destination was something especially typical
for Gothenburg, and that it resulted from Gothenburg’s special situation.

23 Andersson 1977a, pp. 54–55.
24 Adamson 1969, p. 63.
25 Adamson 1969, p. 64 (note 13).
26 Eklund 2001, p. 52; Hildebrand 1957, p. 96.
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Stockholm’s share in the iron exports to the US was quite small, and increased
only later, as figure 7.1 shows.

It is clear that the development of iron exports to North America differed
from the pattern of the Continental System boom. We have seen above that
Gothenburg lost its staple market function for American products as soon as
the Continental System was abolished. The iron trade declined too, but not at
all to the same degree, and it later began to increase again. In the post-1815
period, Stockholm iron exports to North America became much more impor-
tant than during the Continental System boom. This reorganization in Swe-
den’s iron trade would not have been so easy, and perhaps not even possible,
without the channels and networks established during the wars and especially
in the ‘golden age’ of the Continental System boom. 

Tables 7.1 and 7.2 provide a clear picture of Gothenburg’s and Sweden’s
inward and outward commodity flows. However, they do not say anything
about the complicated interplay between American and Swedish actors. The
adaptations to rapid political changes, and often the employment of illegal or
semi-illegal practices, would not have been possible without mutual trust and
close co-operation. The examples of the American vessels that changed ‘owner’
and flag after July 1812 testify to this trust and co-operation. Olof Wijk, who
became the registered owner of several such vessels, undertook the transaction
in partnership with three New England merchants.

The firm of Joseph and Olof Hall provides an even more enlightening exam-
ple. The brothers established their firm in June 1813, in the middle of the

Figure 7.1: Iron exports to the United States, from Gothenburg, Stockholm, and
Gävle, 1807–46 (in metric tons)
Source: Adamson 1969, pp. 69, 77–80, and 87 (Appendix G)
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Anglo-American War. American merchants immediately placed the huge sum
of £20,000 at the firm’s disposal. Such an investment strategy presupposed, of
course, that the war would continue for some time.27 With the help of the
American money, the Hall family firm’s trade rapidly expanded. In 1815, it was
among the biggest Gothenburg iron exporters.

However, the American investment in the Hall firm was made possible by
the extensive relations with Americans that the Hall family was busily building
up long before the firm of Joseph and Olof Hall was established. Joseph Hall
travelled to North America as early as 1807, and he became a supercargo on
American ships sailing between the USA, the West Indies and Europe. In 1812,
he was working as the Gothenburg agent of William Gray, a leading Boston
merchant. Gray’s business did not only concern the Swedish-American trade.
In 1812 Gray even attempted, with the help of Joseph Hall, to charter a Swed-
ish vessel for a voyage to Argentina to purchase a cargo of hides.28 Despite the
influx of American money, the Hall firm did not manage to adapt to the eco-
nomic decline after 1815. In 1816 it suffered a spectacular bankruptcy, one of
the bigger in the history of Gothenburg. 

The Hall firm’s debts show how closely it was linked to its British and Amer-
ican partners. About half of the firm’s debts were placed in Britain, particularly
at the firm of Bainbridge and Brown in London, and one-sixth (94,700 of
650,800 rixdollars) was owed to William Gray in Boston.29 

The number of bankruptcies in the 1816–20 period indicates the depth of
the post-1815 crisis. In only five years (1816–20), 551 firms went bankrupt.
This figure represented one-half of all bankruptcies between 1751 and 1820
(1,133 in total).30 This is, of course, very good evidence for the fragility of the
economy during the Continental System period.

Even if Gothenburg’s role as a gateway for colonial and American products
to the continent between 1807 and 1815 period was short-lived, the bubble
economy of the Continental System left some lasting impressions. From the
Swedish-American point of view, the most important consequence was the
establishment of the Swedish iron market in the US. American shipmasters
learned to load a cargo of iron on their return voyages, and consumers on the
other side of the Atlantic became accustomed to the varieties of Swedish bar-
iron. This exchange would not have been possible without the establishment of
Swedish-American business networks. And these transatlantic networks contin-
ued to play an important role in Swedish-American trade relations long after
1815, and even after the decline of the Swedish iron trade with the United
States by 1840.

27 Adamson 1969, p. 72.
28 Adamson 1969, pp. 71–72; Andersson 1996, p. 254; see also SBL vol. 17, p. 782 Joseph Hall
Junior (1787–1845).
29 Andersson 1996, pp. 253–254; see also Adamson 1966.
30 Andersson 1996, p. 251.
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7.3 Swedish consuls to the United States, 1800–15
The spectacular growth in Swedish-American trade after 1806 was partly a
consequence of Sweden’s peripheral location, partly a result of Gustav IV’s anti-
French policy, as described above. However, the ambitious trade policy of the
early 1780s, described in chapter 6, played no significant role in the develop-
ment. This is among the reasons why it has left relatively few traces in the
reports of Swedish consuls to the United States. This section will look at these
reports in the post-1800 period. In particular, we have reports from two con-
suls, Richard Söderström from Philadelphia and Henrik Gahn from New York.
Unfortunately, there are no reports preserved from Boston, the second most
important US destination. Between 1799 and 1809, there is an inexplicable
gap in the reporting of both consuls. This might be a consequence of the
insecurity of the Atlantic traffic. The reports frequently mention that every
letter was sent to Stockholm in a number of copies via different routes, to make
its delivery as secure as possible—the best evidence of the insecurity in the
traffic between the US and Sweden. (For example, Söderström sent his letters
via Portugal.) Another reason for the reporting lapse might, however, be lack of
interest. Indeed, Gahn mentioned the lack of interest on the Swedish side in his
reports of 1809.

Richard Söderström, the pioneer of Swedish-American trade since the early
1780s, also continued to carry out his consular duties until his death in 1815.
His 1810–14 reports confirm, more or less, the established pattern of Swedish-
flagged tramp shipping in the southern parts of the United States. There were
few ‘proper’ (i.e. other than St. Barthélemy-registered) Swedish vessels arriving

15. A view of New York (undated, beginning of the nineteenth century) (UUL)
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in southern US ports. And the Swedish-flagged vessels frequently changed flag.
As Söderström admitted:

[…] the vessels that arrived today under the Swedish trading flag show the Amer-
ican flag tomorrow […] [they] go from here under the American flag, and in 5 or
6 weeks arrive once again from some port under the Swedish flag.31 

In 1813 there were some ‘proper’ Swedish vessels calling at Charleston. But
these vessels were also employed in tramp shipping, chartered for voyages be-
tween foreign ports. For example, on 24 January 1813, the brig Anna arrived in
Charleston from Cadiz with a cargo of Spanish salt; in March 1813, the ship
Providentia arrived in Charleston carrying ballast from London.32 However, the
Swedish shipping in the area was much more limited than that on the northern
US coast. As Södertröm mentions, this was partly due to the British blockade
of the southern coast. The northern ports, Boston and New York, were on the
other hand free, and provided opportunities for profitable tramp shipping. 

There are only a few of Söderström’s reports from the time of the Anglo-
American war. It appears that he was too weak to continue in his duties. The
first Swedish consul to the United States, and one of the first merchants to open
commercial contacts between the new republic and Sweden, died in April 1815
in Philadelphia, after a thirty-five year long career in America. 

If Söderström’s reports from the war years are rather scarce, another Swedish
consul, Henrik Gahn, left a rich and detailed collection of reports for the years
after 1809. Gahn settled in New York as early as 1792, establishing the firm
Gahn and Mumford, as his application for the consulate there informs us.33 Six
years later, he was appointed Swedish vice-consul to New York, and in 1799 he
applied to the Board of Trade for a consulate in New York.34 Formally, his
appointment in November 1799 also established Sweden’s consulate in New
York. However, Gahn’s first New York reports, preserved in the archives of the
Board of Trade, are from 1809.

His letters of 1809 mainly deal with the conditions of US foreign trade. He
noted the worsening of relations between the United States and Great Britain,
a consequence of the Non-Intercourse Law, which prohibited American trade
with belligerent countries. The law made Swedish carrying capacity and com-
modities desirable in the American ports. In particular, St. Barthélemy bene-
fited, as the American vessels were allowed to unload their cargoes there.35 

In a letter of May 1810, Gahn wrote about the abolition of the Non-Inter-
course and Embargo Laws, and indicated what consequences the new situation
might have for Swedish trade, and for Sweden.

31 Söderström to BoT, 28 April 1810, Consular Reports, Philadelphia EVI aa 374, BoT SNA.
32 Söderstöm to BoT, 5 April 1813, Consular Reports, Philadelphia EVI aa 374, BoT SNA.
33 Runeby 1969, pp. 76–79.
34 Gahn to BoT, Undated application (the date of the arrival to BoT, 20 July 1799) Consular
Reports, New York, E VI aa 352, BoT SNA. See also Runeby 1969, p. 76.
35 Gahn to BoT, 25 November 1809, Consular Reports, New York, E VI aa 352, BoT SNA.
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The [American] trade should be strong with Great Britain and its dependent
countries, but I have reason to hope that Gothenburg and other Swedish ports
shall enjoy an important if not the most important advantage in this American
transit trade with the European Continent; hence, because of the latest news from
other than the Swedish, Russian, and Prussian areas of the same Continent, peo-
ple here are not very inclined to send any expeditions to Europe, without first
calling at some Swedish port for intelligence. It is seen as dangerous to arrive,
according to previous habit, at an English port with ships and cargoes destined for
the continent, because at present this is reason enough for being declared a prize.
People here doubt Sweden’s capacity to keep her independence in the transit trade
for a longer period than the other countries closer to France, but this is still the
case.36

Gahn’s picture confirms the view that ‘proper’ Swedish vessels had little to offer
in direct Swedish-American traffic. Instead he hoped that Americans would
exploit Sweden’s peripheral location and neutrality in the transit trade with the
continent, which is exactly what happened. Moreover, there was the opportu-
nity to employ St. Barthélemy for shipping between the West Indies and the
US. In his capacity as the Swedish consul, Gahn issued documents for the
vessels purchased by Swedish subjects and, due to the war, the years 1812 and
1813 were especially dynamic. Between July and October 1812 alone, the con-
sul issued Swedish documents for at least ten vessels, all but one acquired by the
‘Swedes’ from St. Barthélemy.37 

Another consequence of the Anglo-American conflict was the rising number
of proper Swedish vessels in American ports. In August 1812, the Swedish ship
Prudentia arrived in New York. Gahn noted that this was the first ‘proper’
Swedish craft to arrive in New York for many years. The purpose of the voyage
was a charter to Europe. The ship had arrived in ballast and it was consigned to
the house of George and John Laurie, which offered it for charter to Europe.
However, instead of being chartered, Prudentia was sold to a St. Barthélemy
merchant, R. Hansenstere, in September 1812. 38

In 1813, in the first three months alone, nine Swedish vessels arrived in New
York. Not surprisingly, six of them were registered at Gothenburg. The major-
ity of the vessels obtained cargo for St. Barthélemy or for Portugal (Lisbon and
Porto). Only one of the nine mentioned vessels, Gustaf Adolph from Norr-
köping, was bound for Stockholm, with tobacco and colonial products. 

The British were not unaware of the fact that St. Barthélemy had no produc-
tion of its own, and thus all St. Barthélemy cargoes were re-exports from sur-
rounding islands. And all the islands around the Swedish colony were at that
moment under British control.39 After the peace treaty between the United
States and Britain (December 1814), many Swedish shipowners saw their op-
portunity in North America. Gahn’s records mentioned at least thirty Swedish-

36 Gahn to BoT, 7 May 1810, Consular Reports, New York, E VI aa 352, BoT SNA.
37 Gahn to BoT, 26 August 1812, Consular Reports, New York, E VI aa 352, BoT SNA.
38 Gahn to BoT, 26 August 1812, Consular Reports, New York, E VI aa 352, BoT SNA.
39 Gahn to BoT, 8 March 1813, Consular Reports, New York, E VI aa 352, BoT SNA.
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flagged vessels, which arrived in New York in 1815; six of them were still from
St. Barthélemy, and nine arrived directly from the Iberian Peninsula, typically
with non-Swedish cargoes (salt). But there were also six vessels loaded with
iron, direct from Gothenburg, Stockholm, and Gävle. The number of vessels
loaded with iron might have been even higher, as Gahn’s data only covered
some vessels. On the other hand, it should be noted that, in 1815, the total
number of vessels was highly exceptional (Appendix H).

In addition to the activities of the Swedish arrivals in New York, Gahn’s
reports also included some data from other ports on the east coast. Not surpris-
ingly, Boston appears to have been the second most frequented harbour, with
eleven arrivals. Redligheten, based in Gävle, shipowner Per Brandström, arrived
with 250 American prisoners of war on board. Vice-consul Kimball from Sa-
vannah reported on five arrivals of Swedish-flagged vessels. One of them, the
schooner Hannibal, was sailing to St. Barthélemy ‘with flour and slaves’. This
cargo shows that in 1815 Sweden was still indirectly participating in the slave
trade. But in 1814, as an element of the Vienna treaties, Sweden had in fact
signed an international treaty forbidding this kind of trade.40

The year 1815 was also a high point for Swedish shipping in the period. The
decline after the wars was rapid. As early as October 1815 Gahn expressed
worries about the difficulty in finding proper return cargoes. Between January
and September 1816, only five Swedish vessels called at New York; there were
none between September 1816 and January 1817, and only two in the first half
of 1817.41 The situation was the same in the other American ports. It is evident
that the disappearance of Swedish shipping after 1815 was just another aspect
of the 1816–20 crisis in Sweden. Gahn’s later reports, dated 1818 and 1819,
did not concern themselves much with business conditions; perhaps there was
not much to report. Instead, his focus was on the yellow fever in New York, in
September and October 1819. 

Gahn’s correspondence shows that the number of Swedish vessels calling at
New York in 1815 was exceptionally high. Nevertheless, the account of the
shipping in that year, indicates two clearly discernible patterns. On the one
hand, there was the traditional pattern, established by the late eighteenth cen-
tury, with Swedish vessels chartered for the triangular trade between the Iberian
Peninsula (Lisbon, Cadiz), the West Indies (mainly St. Barthélemy) and the
American coast. In 1815, this pattern still appears to have been dominant. In
parallel, we may trace a new pattern of direct trade and shipping of iron be-
tween Sweden and the United States, with iron as the major commodity—
marking out the future of Swedish-American trade. 

40 The declaration concerning the slave trade’s abolition was signed on 30 May 1814, by the
powers represented at the Congress of Vienna. Sveriges och Norges traktater, vol. 10, 1815–1845,
pp. 1–3.
41 Gahn to BoT, 8 January 1817, 11 and 18 June 1817, Consular Reports, New York, E VI aa
352, BoT SNA.
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7.4 A postscript: Swedish-American trade in the 1815–40 
period
The picture presented here of Swedish-American trade in the period 1800–15
reveals a discrepancy between Swedish-flagged tramp shipping on the one
hand, and the pattern of the iron trade with the US on the other. Swedish
tramp shipping was mainly built on the traditional triangular trade, with ves-
sels travelling between the Mediterranean and the large western European
ports, the West Indies (St. Barthélemy), and the US. This business exploited
Swedish neutrality shipping in a satisfying and fruitful way. The trade in Swed-
ish iron destined for the US markets had its origins in the American trade with
the continent in the Continental System period. This trade was conducted
through direct contacts between Sweden’s west coast and the US, and the iron
was carried on American bottoms. 

Whereas tramp shipping declined in the post-1815 period, iron exports to
the United States survived and soon began to grow again. In the 1820s and
1830s, they reached between 10,000 and 20,000 metric tons annually, which
made Sweden the United States’ leading iron supplier; whereas Russia, which
had dominated the iron trade before 1807, only accounted for between one-
third and one-fourth of the Swedish volumes. In two decades, the United States
replaced Great Britain as Sweden’s most important trading partner. 

The Swedish historian Rolf Adamson has investigated which firms partici-
pated in this trade. His data for Gothenburg indicate that, in the post-1815
period, the major part of the trade with North America was managed by three
or four houses. These were Alex Barclay, James Dickson and Co., A.P. Fröding’s
Widow and Co., and Olof Wijk. All of them established their American con-
tacts as early as the Continental System boom era, or even before, and the iron
trade with the United States was their core business. 

In the 1820s and 1830s, many Swedish dealers in iron visited the US and
strengthened their personal contacts with American partners. (These Swedes
included Christian Ungewitter, J.P. Fröding, L.G. Morsing, Olof Wijk.)42. Of
course, they also travelled and observed developments in the American iron
industry and trade. Olof Wijk has left a detailed diary of his US journey from
the years 1829–30, which reveals the density of the social contacts between the
Swedish, American and British merchant families. On his journey, Wijk met
many Americans whom he knew from the Continental System period. Yet the
diary also testifies to Wijk’s interest in the American iron industry.43

In 1832, another representative of the Swedish merchant elite visited North
America. Carl David Arfwedson, a member of the influential Arfwedson fam-
ily, represented the leading Stockholm iron firm of Tottie and Arfwedson in the
US, the grandam of the Swedish iron trade which had dominated the business

42 Swedish Passenger Arrivals, 1995.
43 Clemensson 1978. The diary is frequently referring to relationships with the people Olof Wijk
met. See also Runeby 1969, p. 67.
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since the mid-eighteenth century.44 Arfwedson also left a detailed account of
his travels in the US and Canada, which he published after his return to Swe-
den. Moreover, Arfwedson married a daughter to an American partner, and
after his return to Stockholm he was appointed the US consul there, on the
recommendation of his many friends and relatives in America.45 This connec-
tion shows the importance of the American market for the firm of Tottie and
Arfwedson. However, despite these important American contacts, the major
part of Tottie and Arfwedson’s iron was still destined for Britain.46 

The other large iron firm in Stockholm, Kantzow and Biel, was even more
dependent on the American market. This firm invested heavily in transatlantic
trade, and not only in the iron trade with the United States. After 1800, the
firm was also one of the first to be engaged in trade with South America and the
East Indies. The position of Johan Albert Kantzow, the Lisbon consul in the
1780s and 1790s, the first Swedish diplomatic representative to Brazil, and,
after 1812, the first Swedish envoy to the US, certainly played an important
role in Kantzow and Biel’s geographical orientation.47 Perhaps Kantzow and
Biel’s dependency on the American markets was also the reason for the firm’s
bankruptcy in 1847, when Swedish iron exports to North America declined.48

Shipping on American bottoms continued to dominate the Swedish-Ameri-
can exchange in the 1820s. A high proportion of iron cargoes was also pur-
chased directly by American shipowners, which reminds one of the custom of
taking iron as ballast. In the early 1830s, the pattern of shipping changed. The
volume of iron carried on Swedish ships increased almost tenfold, from 452
metric tons to 4,211 metric tons between 1830 and 1833.49 The change of the
trade pattern in the early 1830s is also apparent when we look more closely at
the relations between Stockholm’s Kantzow and Biel, and the New York firm of
Boorman, Johnson and Co., the most important dealers in Swedish iron in the
city. In the 1820s, the New York firm was still chartering American ships for
iron transports and shipping was undetaken at the firm’s risk. But during the
1830s, cargoes of iron were sent to New York in the Swedish supplier’s vessels
and at Swedish risk. In the 1840s, Boorman, Johnson and Co. effectively mo-
nopolised Swedish iron exports to America.50

The picture of Swedish-American trade relations in the 1820s and 1830s, as
described above, is largely confirmed in the consular reports from the United
States. The following account is based on the New York reports, which re-

44 In 1800–20, Tottie and Arfwedson exported between 6,000 and 7,000 metric tons annually
and by the late 1830s as much as 10,000 metric tons, about one fourth of all Stockholm iron, see
Adamson 1966, Appendix, p. 5 (table C); Attman 1958, p. 71.
45 Runeby 1969, pp. 69–75; Arfwedson 1834 (1969).
46 Adamson 1969, p. 77.
47 Adamson 1969, p. 77; Adamson 1966, Appendix, p. 5.
48 SBL vol. 20, pp. 612–613, The entry on Kantzow mentions the bankruptcy of the London
house Lysaght, Smith and Co., as the reason of Kantzow’s bankrupty.
49 Adamson 1969, p. 83.
50 Adamson 1969, pp. 92–93.
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mained high in terms of both frequency and quality, in comparison with other
Swedish consulates in the US. 

In the 1820s, as has been pointed out, the major part of the Swedish iron
to reach North America arrived on American vessels. Therefore there was not
much to report in terms of Swedish-flagged shipping. In New York, Swedish-
flagged vessels seldom appeared, and the situation was not different in other
districts.51 Yet there were some Swedish vessels regularly returning to New
York. One of them was Commercen from Stockholm. It is mentioned in Sep-
tember 1819, and once again in July 1823, this time with a specified cargo of
2,250 ship pounds of iron, the consignee being the New York firm of Boor-
man and Johnson. Commercen arrived in New York once again in July
1824.52 

The majority of Swedish vessels appear to have come directly from Sweden
with cargoes of iron (vessels from Gävle, Stockholm, Norrköping and Gothen-
burg). Some of them returned to Sweden, some others were chartered for voy-
ages to European ports, and even to Latin America. For example, the brig Johan
Albert arrived in 1825 with a cargo of iron, and continued on to Brazil. The
same vessel also returned regularly. It was back in January 1827, left in March
1827, and promptly returned again in October of the same year. It called in
America once again in July 1828.53 The owners of Johan Albert were the house
of Kantzow and Biel; the vessel was surely named after Johan Albert Kantzow
Sr. The shipping lists of the Swedish consul in Rio de Janeiro bear witness to
the extensive Swedish traffic in Brazil.54

Sweden’s rising interest in the new republics in South America is also exem-
plified by the affair of two Swedish warships, ship-of-the-line Tapperheten and
the frigate Af Chapman, that took up much consular attention in 1826 and
1827.55 Colombia and Mexico negotiated with Sweden regarding the purchase
of five warships, which were intended to be used in the struggle with Spain.
The affair became a major political issue, especially in the relationship with
Russia, which supported Spain. Under Russian threat, the negotiations with
the new republics were stopped and three of the ships were returned to the
navy. But Tapperheten and Af Chapman were already in Colombia when the
purchase was terminated. The affair was managed, on the Swedish side, by the

51 There are some preserved shipping lists (1821 and 1823) made by Severin Lorich, Swedish
consul in Philadelphia 1818–1834, for other American ports Philadelphia, Boston Baltimore.
But the number of ships mentioned does not challenge the picture provided in Gahn’s much
more detailed and exact reports for New York. Consular shipping lists, vols. 1817, 1821–23,
BoT (Kammarkontoret), SNA. On Lorich see Almqvist 1912–13, p. 348.
52 Gahn to BoT, 7 September 1819, 31 July 1823, 31 July 1824, Consular Reports, New York, E
VI aa 352, BoT SNA.
53 Gahn to BoT, 8 November 1825, 16 March 1827, 1 October 1827, 24 July 1828, Consular
Reports, New York, E VI aa 352, BoT SNA.
54 Consular shipping lists from Rio de Janeiro, by the Swedish consul Westin, vols. 1809–19,
1820, 1821, BoT (Kammarkontoret), SNA.
55 On the affair see Swärd 1949; Hildebrand 1950, pp. 407–421; Amiralitetskollegiets historia
1977, pp. 67–72; Glete 1993a, pp. 225–226.
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Stockholm house of Michaelson and Benedics, who are also mentioned as the
shipowners in Gahn’s reports.

In March 1726, the vessels left Cartagena in Colombia, and it was decided to
send them to New York. However, the shipowners Michaelson and Benedics
failed—according to the consul—to find any acceptable proposals as to the
vessels and their crews. When the vessels anchored in New York, the issue was
simply handed over to the Swedish consul. The stay at New York caused con-
siderable outlays for the vessels and their crews, and as the shipowners did not
show any interest in the vessels, the District Court in New York decided to sell
them publicly and to cover the outlays from the proceeds. In September 1826,
Tapperheten and Af Chapman were sold at public auction, the former for
$30,500 and latter for $33,500.56

In summary, Gahn’s reports show that the number of Swedish ships calling at
New York in the 1820s was negligible. The Swedes were almost excluded from
the direct trade between Sweden and the United States, but the Swedish situa-
tion was not exceptional. To illustrate the American dominance in shipping, we
may quote the data on the total number of clearings in the harbour of New
York, which Gahn sent to Stockholm. In all there were 1,429 vessels cleared in
New York in 1825; 1,325 of them (93 per cent) were American. There were 61
British vessels. Other nations cleared were: Dutch 10 vessels, Colombians 8,
Bremen 7, Danes 5, Swedes 5, French 4, and Hamburg 4.57

The American dominance in shipping to and from North America reflected
American protectionist policy, a frequent subject of the consul’s reports. For
example, in December 1824, Gahn noted that American vessels had a more
privileged position in Sweden than Swedish ones in the US.58 In January 1826,
he reported on the Congress negotiations that dealt with import rules and
which, as Gahn stated, were beneficial to the American vessels.59 Yet the new
trade treaties between Sweden-Norway and the United States, the first from
1816 and the second from 1827, had agreed on reciprocity in the direct Swed-
ish-American trade.60 Consequently, American protectionism primarily con-
cerned import duties, not shipping.

In the early 1830s, the situation of Swedish shipping notably changed. In
1829, Gahn still noted only 11 Swedish-flagged vessels calling in New York61;
in 1830, there were 10, one of them, Gustavia, from St. Barthélemy62; and the
reports from 1831 mentioned 13 Swedish ships calling in New York.63 In 1832,

56 Gahn to BoT, 16 and 24 August, 8 and 26 September 1826, Consular Reports, New York, E
VI aa 352, BoT SNA.
57 Gahn to BoT, an undated cutting in the letter of 31 January 1826,. Consular Reports, New
York, E VI aa 352, BoT SNA.
58 Gahn to BoT, 11 December 1824, Consular Reports, New York, E VI aa 352, BoT SNA.
59 Gahn to BoT, 16 January 1826 Consular Reports, New York, E VI aa 352, BoT SNA.
60 Friendship and Trade Treaty with the United States, 4 September 1816, Stockholm, and Trade
and Shipping Treaty with the United States, 4 July 1827, Stockholm, Sveriges och Norges traktater
med främmande magter. vol. 10, 1896, pp. 107–115, 350–360. See Fredrickson 1956, pp. 112–
113.
61 Gahn to BoT, 29 March 1830, Consular Reports, New York, E VI aa 353, BoT SNA.
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the number of Swedish clearings jumped to 22. The increasing activity of
Swedish ships also entailed two shipwrecks: Amphitrite and Christine Louise.64 

In 1833, the number of Swedish vessels almost doubled. In his summary of
the year 1833’s shipping activities, Gahn noted that 39 Swedish-flagged vessels
cleared in New York, and as many as 28 of them came directly from Sweden
with cargoes of iron, only 11 arriving via foreign ports.65 In the years 1829–33,
the number of Swedish vessels arriving in New York quadrupled. But this time,
there was no neutrality boom; instead, the Swedish iron exporters were carrying
their iron at their own risk.

The organization of the iron trade changed. Swedish suppliers sent iron to a
very limited number of American dealers, and the iron was carried on the
consignors’ (meaning Swedish) vessels. Suitably, the Swedish iron merchants
were also big shipowners. On the American side, the trade in iron accumulated
in the hands of a few firms. The aforementioned case of Boorman and Johnson
is illuminating. In the 1830s and 1840s, the firm reached a near monopoly on
sales of Swedish iron in New York.66 

In his reports, naturally, Gahn paid a good deal of his attention to iron. He
noted and commented on any important changes in prices, as well as devel-
opments in the American market.67 He also reported on the development of
the American iron industry and the political debates concerning the indus-
try’s protection and duties on iron imports. For example, in August 1830 he
sent a report on conditions in the American iron industry to the Board of
Trade.68 

The West Indian shipping, so important before 1815, more or less disap-
peared from the correspondence. Instead, Gahn frequently reported on US
relations with the new South-American republics and their former mother
country, Spain.69 Another issue which his reports frequently commented on
was the health situation. It is apparent that knowledge of contagious diseases or
unhealthy conditions in ports might well have affected shipowners’ decisions
regarding destinations. Gahn might also be seen as the first intermediary of the
scientific exchange between the USA and Sweden. For example, as early as
1825, he helped established contact between one Professor Silliman of New

62 Gahn to BoT, 8 December 1829–16 December 1830, Consular Reports, New York, E VI aa
353, BoT SNA.
63 Gahn to BoT, letters 8 January 1831–1 January 1832, Consular Reports, New York, E VI aa
353, BoT SNA.
64 Gahn to BoT, 1 January, 1832–8 December, 1832, Consular Reports, New York, E VI aa 353,
BoT SNA.
65 Gahn to BoT, 1 January 1834, Consular Reports, New York, E VI aa 353, BoT SNA.
66 Adamson 1969, p. 92.
67 Gahn to BoT, 16 August 1827, 8 February 1831, Consular Reports, New York, E VI aa 353,
BoT SNA.
68 Gahn to BoT, 9 August 1830, on the duties 16 February 1833, 1 February 1830, Consular
Reports, New York, E VI aa 353, BoT SNA.
69 See e.g. his report on US relations with Mexico and new South-American republics. Gahn to
BoT, 1 September 1825, Consular Reports, New York, E VI aa 353, BoT SNA.
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Haven and Jacob Berzelius, renowned Swedish chemist and Secretary of the
Swedish Academy of Sciences.70

Gahn’s reports also included numerous newspaper cuttings, price notices,
copies of US laws and duty regulations, trade statistics, and similar documents.
Clearly, the volume of business information that reached Sweden in this way
was impressive, but it is difficult to ascertain if and how it was employed. In
spite of the fact that Gahn does not appear to have actively participated in the
Swedish-American trade, his reports give us a detail-rich picture of the chang-
ing conditions in this trade. 

Gahn’s correspondence clearly shows that, after 1815, the period of Swedish
neutrality shipping was over. The Swedish-flagged traffic from St. Barthélemy
disappeared, as well as the Swedish tramp shipping between Europe, the West
Indies, and North America. On the other hand, the Swedish iron exports to the

70 In May 1833, Gahn reported on the exchange of scientific articles between the Swedish Aca-
demy of Sciences and Philadelphia, Boston and New Haven, see Gahn to BoT, 19 March 1825,
19 May 1830, and 10 May 1832, Consular Reports, New York, E VI aa 353, BoT SNA.

16. New-York Price-Current, December 9, 1809 (Henrik Gahn’s reports, BoT SNA)
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US adjusted to the new situation in the post-1815 period. This trade was pri-
marily based on free American capacity on return routes; the Swedes had no
advantage of neutrality in this business. However, by 1830 the situation had
changed again and the number of Swedish vessels engaged in direct Swedish-
American trade increased. Hence in the mid-1830s, another shift in the ship-
ping pattern between the US and Sweden was completed. At that time, accor-
ding to contemporary estimates, the Swedish tonnage clearing in New York
alone reached 9,800 tons: 4,200 from Gothenburg, 3,300 from Stockholm,
and as much as 2,300 from Gävle. Boston, the second American port, cleared
6,100 tons of Swedish tonnage: 4,900 from Gothenburg and 1,200 from
Stockholm.71 The United States also became, not only an important buyer of
Swedish iron, but also a significant destination for Swedish tonnage. The Swe-
dish vessels returning to Europe often went to non-Swedish destinations.

The shift in the shipping pattern had a number of reasons. Mainly, it reflec-
ted technological changes in the English and American iron industries. English
rolled iron became cheaper and its exports to the US rapidly expanded.72 In
addition, by the late 1830s, the British puddling and rolling technology had
been introduced in the US and, accordingly, the market for ordinary Swedish
bar-iron diminished. 

Swedish iron merchants were very much aware of the worsening situation.
To evaluate it and perhaps to find ways to retain the American market, the
Swedish Association of Ironmasters (Jernkontoret) sent the metallurgist E.G.
Danielsson to the United States. His report published in Sweden, in 1845,
provides a fascinating picture of the United States, especially compared to the
first Swedish report on the United States by Samuel Hermelin 60 years before.
He presents the United States as a country going through the process of indus-
trialisation, and so transforming from a primarily coast-bound, export-depend-
ent, and maritime economy into a continental economy with a vast domestic
market, and a very different transport situation. According to Danielsson,
Swedish iron exports to the United States were fated to meet same end as the
exports to Great Britain four decades earlier.73

In fact, the decline of Swedish iron exports to the United States was not so
dramatic as Danielsson predicted. The United States continued, even in the
1850s and 1860s, to import quantities of Swedish iron, but an increasing share
of Swedish iron went once again to Britain. The exceptional position that the
United States had had in the Swedish iron trade in the 1820s and 1830s was
gone.74 The transformation among Gothenburg’s leading iron exporters illumi-
nates the depth of the change. Olof Wijk more or less left the American market
and, after 1842, focused his interest on the trade with the East Indies. Alex
Barclay and Co. moved from iron to cotton spinning. James Dickson moved to

71 Adamson 1969, p. 86.
72 Adamson 1969, p. 95.
73 Danielsson 1845.
74 Adamson 1969, pp. 102–113; see also Attman 1958, p. 158.
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17. United States’ Shipping List and Prices Current, October 16, 1812 (Henrik Gahn’s
reports, New York, BoT SNA)
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timber exports and sawmills. David Carnegie, the fourth of the large Gothen-
burg iron merchants, diversified into the sugar-refining and brewing indus-
tries.75 Typical for all of them was their continuing interest in the Atlantic
economy: either they based their business on imports of typical colonial prod-
ucts (sugar, tobacco, cotton), or went into the expanding timber trade with
Britain.

7.5 Conclusions
In 1800–31, the total numbers of Algerian passports issued for Swedish and
Norwegian ships varied between 400 and 500 annually (see figure 5.2). The
number of registered Swedish ships in international shipping hovered around a
thousand (see table 5.5). If we consider these numbers as representative for
Swedish long-distance shipping, we have to conclude that the volume em-
ployed in the shipping to North America was rather insignificant. With the
exception of the year 1815 the annual numbers of Swedish ships in the US
seldom exceeded ten. 

The situation improved remarkably in the early 1830s, when Swedish iron
merchants had to adapt to new conditions in the American iron trade and carry
their iron on their own ships. Yet the increase in Swedish shipping to the US in
the early 1830s was an adjustment to the new conditions of Swedish iron
exports to the US. It had nothing to do with Sweden’s protection of shipping or
with Sweden’s neutrality. In fact, Sweden’s protectionist policy had been abol-
ished in a series of trade treaties after 1815. The treaties, as for example the
Swedish-American treaties of 1816 and 1827, mutually guaranteed the same
rights to foreign and domestic ships, which in practice nullified the Navigation
Act.76 

But, with the decline of the British market by 1800, the transatlantic con-
nection established in the years 1807–15 had a crucial role for the survival and
adaptation of the Swedish iron industry. The United States was also important
as a market for iron.

Chapter 6 has highlighted the Swedish engagement in the West Indies and
North America—a result of a conscious and ambitious policy that, in fact,
rested on Sweden’s previous experience of neutrality. For example, the plans for
turning St. Barthélemy into a neutral entrepôt followed this reasoning very
clearly. And, after 1793, the strategy also worked as planned; there was an
increasing volume of Swedish shipping, and St. Barthélemy became a free sta-
ple point for merchants from belligerent countries. Nevertheless, Sweden itself
never became a major player in this trade. 

Instead, the main neutrality profits were made in Sweden proper. After

75 Adamson 1969, p. 102.
76 Heckscher 1940, p. 21.
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1807, Sweden became the only neutral country outside the Continental Sys-
tem, and Gothenburg, a port with access to the Atlantic, became a significant
loophole in the Continental System. Vast volumes of colonial and American
products were channelled to the continent via Sweden. However, there is a
significant difference between Sweden’s employment of neutrality in the late
eighteenth century (1756–63, 1776–83, and 1793–1800) and the employ-
ment of neutrality after 1807. In the late eighteenth century, Sweden employed
its neutrality primarily in tramp shipping, especially in southern Europe, and
between Europe and North America. This was the pattern of shipping revealed
so clearly in the Algerian passport data. The employment of neutrality in the
years 1807–15 was based on Sweden’s peripheral location, i.e. on the fact that
western Sweden could be used for illicit transit trade to the continent. But in
the extreme situation of the Napoleonic Wars, the opportunity for exploiting
neutrality became rather limited. Small powers (such as Denmark, Sweden, and
the Dutch Republic), that had successfully managed to exploit their neutrality
in the late eighteenth century, found their freedom of action more and more
circumscribed. The escalation of the wars left almost no space for neutrals—
with the exception of the United States. The French Revolutionary and Napo-
leonic Wars strengthened the trend in which small powers became smaller, with
more and more limited opportunities to act freely, whereas the great powers
became greater. The deteriorating international situation of Denmark and Swe-
den was marked by their territorial losses.

The post-1815 world was very different. In the late eighteenth century, the
economy of Swedish shipping rested very much on the advantages of Sweden’s
low protection costs (protectionist policy, treaties with the Barbary states, con-
sular service, convoying system, and neutrality). These factors lost much of
their importance on the seas dominated by the Pax Britannica, and in a world
in which the conflict-frequency between the great powers declined and
changed character. The Danish and Swedish shipowners had to adjust to new
conditions. They became less interested in southern Europe, but more inter-
ested in the Baltic, transatlantic shipping, and trade with Britain. The growth
of Swedish shipping to the US, in the early 1830s, is a good example of this
adjustment.77

77 On the Danish post-Napoleonic experience, see Johansen 1990, pp. 25–26. 



224



225

CHAPTER 8 

Conclusion

As this ongoing war creates favourable conditions for neutral Nations’ flags, it
does not harm our shipping and trade, and it is desirable to profit from it as much
as possible.

Hans Jacob Gahn to the Swedish Board of Trade, Cadiz 17 February 1779 1 

The purpose of this book was to study the role of the consular service in eight-
eenth-century Swedish trade and shipping. The Swedish consular service has
been perceived as a typical tool in Sweden’s active economic policy of that
period, and—from the neo-institutional perspective—as an example of institu-
tional modernisation. The consular service reduced, in one way or another, the
transaction costs of Swedish actors.

First, consuls acquired information on business and political conditions in
their districts, and they forwarded this information to the Board of Trade in
Stockholm, thus reducing information costs for Swedish economic actors. This
aspect of the consular service has not received much attention in this study,
partly, due to the difficulty of evaluating the use of the available information,
but is is clear that the volume and quality of the information that reached
Stockholm was significant. 

Second, consuls often acted as commission agents of Swedish merchants,
and even as their legal representatives in local courts. In this way, they dimin-
ished the costs of making and enforcement contracts and of defending the
actors’ property rights. It is clear that this, in particular, was an important
function in the Mediterranean and the Iberian Peninsula—distant areas in
which Swedish actors lacked established social networks. The function was less
important for Swedish consulates in Britain, the Dutch Republic, and the Bal-
tic area, where Swedish trade followed early-established patterns. 

Thirdly, the consular service reduced the protection costs of Swedish actors.

1 Gahn to BoT, 17 February 1779, Cadiz, Consular Reports, Cadiz 1719–1802, E VI aa:67, BoT
SNA.
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In particular, this function was important in areas where such costs were rela-
tively high, such as in southern Europe. The Swedish consular service in North
Africa was established for exactly this task.

It is clear that the consular service had an effect on Sweden’s overall transac-
tion costs in trade, but it is very difficult to measure that effect. In addition, the
service itself was not free; on the one hand, it reduced some direct transaction
costs, on the other hand, it also caused new, indirect costs. Merchants and
shipowners had to pay consulade fees and duties to the Convoy Office, which
ultimately financed the convoying and consular services in North Africa. Swe-
den’s policy relating to shipping (including the Navigation Act) had, in the
course of the whole century, been a frequent subject of criticism and disap-
proval. Nevertheless, the major institutions of the policy survived until the
beginning of the nineteenth century, which may be seen as some proof of their
efficiency.

The concept of transaction costs is rather abstract; therefore the major focus
in this study was on one specific component of transaction costs, namely the
protection costs of Swedish shipping in southern Europe. A starting point of
the analysis of shipping was the hypothesis that the protection costs of Swed-
ish shipping were comparatively lower than the protection costs of other ship-
ping nations, and that this was a major factor in the growth of Swedish ship-
ping in southern Europe. In contrast to the established view, the present writer
has highlighted the significance of Swedish tramp shipping in the Mediterra-
nean. This was as important, perhaps even more important, as a factor in the
growth of shipping than the demand for Swedish staple commodities in south-
ern Europe and salt imports to Sweden. However, it is always difficult to esti-
mate the importance of tramp shipping for an economy: in contrast to foreign
trade, there are no reliable statistics on freight incomes or tramp shipping in
general. 

The attention paid by the consuls to the conditions of tramp shipping, how-
ever, indicates its importance for Swedish actors. Moreover, there is indirect
quantitative evidence. The annual numbers of Algerian passports issued reveal
that the Mediterranean and the Iberian Peninsula became very important des-
tinations for Swedish shipping. Lists of Swedish vessels calling at Marseilles,
Cadiz, and Livorno also show Sweden as one of the leading shipping nations
there. The strong correlation between the numbers of Algerian passports issued
and war and peace periods indicates that Swedish shipping closely followed the
development of the international demand for neutral shipping. In spite of the
fact that the protection of national shipping was a typical feature of eighteenth-
century mercantilist policy, there was an international market for shipping, and
especially for neutral shipping in wartime. And in this market, small neutral
powers, such as Denmark, Sweden, the Dutch Republic, and in the post-1783
period the United States, played an important role. In economic terms, neu-
trality entailed lower protection costs for neutrals as against belligerents, and so
was a competitive advantage. 
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The analysis of the Algerian passport registers (chapter 5) showed that the
increase in Swedish shipping in southern Europe primarily concerned the later
part of the eighteenth century, and its boom-and-bust curves closely followed
wartime and peacetime periods. However, in spite of the decline in peace peri-
ods, Swedish shipping still continued to grow in a long-time perspective. The
most plausible explanation for the long-term growth was a combination of the
comparatively high productivity and low overall costs in Swedish shipping. The
high labour productivity in Swedish shipping is connected to the composition
of Swedish foreign trade, which included many bulky commodities. Swedish
vessels in southern Europe were larger, and they had higher tons-per-man ratios
and lower wage costs than their competitors—factors which were relevant even
in peacetime. 

On the other hand, small crews and high tons-per-man ratios might also be
related to the relative safety of Swedish vessels. Due to the treaties with the
Barbary states, and the consular service in North Africa, Swedish vessels were
safer from corsairs, which fact implied fewer guns, smaller crews, and not least
lower insurance premiums. 

In summary, three factors have highlighted as preconditions for Swedish
shipping in southern Europe. The first one was the state’s protection policy,
including the institutions of the Convoy Office, the consular service in south-
ern Europe, and the peace treaties with the Barbary states. But the Navigation
Act should also be included in this institutional package. The system was cre-
ated in the 1720s and 1730s. The protection system entailed the reduction of
protection costs of shipping on enterprise level, but at the same time, it implied
new costs for the state and for economic actors. The accounts of the Convoy
Office indicate very clearly the substantial level of ‘public’ protection costs.
Sweden’s neutrality was the second factor. It was connected to relative safety
and so to comparatively lower protection costs for Swedish-flagged shipping. It
became an especially important factor between 1756 and 1800. The Algerian
passports issued in the period indicate a very close correlation between Swe-
den’s neutrality and her shipping booms in wartime (see especially table 5.7). It
appears that neutrality was the most important factor in the growth of Swedish
shipping in the late eighteenth century. 

These two ‘protection cost’ factors were linked to the consular service, as
consuls played an important role in giving information about shipping safety
and about respect for neutral flags—and, of course, as they represented Swedish
shipowners and the state in their relations with the Barbary states, as well as in
the prize courts of southern Europe. Some economic historians have pointed to
declining protection costs as one of the major factors of productivity growth in
shipping in the late eighteenth century. The Swedish experience of shipping to
and in southern Europe appears to fit in well with this explanatory model. 

The third factor concerns overall costs and productivity in Swedish long-
distance shipping. Chapter 5 includes a case study of labour productivity in
Swedish shipping in southern Europe, which indicates that the productivity
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was high (at least for vessels employed in tramp shipping within the Mediterra-
nean). The Swedish tons-per-man ratios appear being higher compared to
other merchant marines. However, the market for southern-European tramp
shipping was very fragmented; a high labour productivity on board of a large
timber carrier was no comparative advantage, if a small rapid craft was in de-
mand. The large variety of Swedish-flagged vessels confirms this fragmentation.
Nevertheless, the high labour productivity, high average capacity of vessels, and
low wage costs, were no general disadvantages for Swedish shipowners. When
the effects of volatility of neutrality’s booms and busts are reduced, this factor
explains the Swedish shipping expansion in a long-term perspective. This
rather high productivity was also a precondition of survival of the Swedish, but
also Norwegian, shipping industries in the post-1815 years. 

The second part of the book (chapters 6 and 7) focused on the establishment
of Swedish trade and consular service in North America. The purpose was to
examine if there was any connection between the early establishment of the
Swedish-American diplomatic and trading contacts and the shift of Swedish
iron exports from Great Britain to the United States after 1800. In the early
1780s, Sweden had very ambitious policy as regards the ‘West Indies’ (then
including even North America). The American independence and the Sweden’s
acquisition of own colony in the West Indies, St. Barthélemy, are seen as the
first steps in the Swedish participation in the triangular trade, the richest trade
of the late eighteenth century. It is significant that employment of neutrality
played an important role even here. But Sweden’s attempt to take part in the
rich triangular trade was no success. It is true that the neutrality shipping based
in St. Barthélemy thrived, but the vessels involved were no Swedish proper and
Sweden had very limited use of its colony. The consular service in the United
States could not do much to promote this trade.

The breakthrough for the Swedish-American trade came after 1807, but it
did not concern the triangular trade in the West Indies. Instead, American
neutral shipping used Gothenburg as a loophole in the Continental System.
American vessels unloaded in Gothenburg cargoes of colonial and American
products and returned home with cargoes of Swedish bar-iron. The iron trade
survived the post-1815 crisis and almost a half of Swedish iron went to North
America. Noticeably, until the 1830s there were very few Swedish vessels par-
ticipating in this direct exchange. Thus, even if the policy employed for the
’West Indies’ after 1780 reminded the ambitious policy for southern Europe
from the 1720s and 1730s, the results were very different. 

During the French Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars, there were three
merchant marines using their neutrality as a competitive advantage: Sweden,
Denmark, and the United States. For all of them neutrality implied lower pro-
tection costs. All of them also could employ their rather peripheral situation,
from a perspective of continental powers. Yet it is important to stress that
neutrality shipping was possible due to the increased safety of the seas in gen-
eral, and due to a kind of acceptance from Britain’s part. The escalation of the
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Napoleonic wars significantly reduced freedom of action of small neutral states
and neutrality shipping lost its ground.

After 1815, the situation changed radically and neutrality was no longer a
competitive advantage. Scandinavian states, especially Norway, continued to be
important carriers in international shipping—in 1870, Sweden and Norway
had together the world’s third merchant fleet.2 But the factors beyond the suc-
cessful shipping industries of the Scandinavian states were not longer neutrality
and low protection costs. In the nineteenth century, the shift from sail to steam
and from wood to iron became the major factor of development in long-dis-
tance shipping.

2 Kaukiainen 1993, p. 89.
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Appendices

Appendix A
Swedish consulates 1700–1905
Aalborg 1819
Åbo (Turku) 1814
Adelaide 1855
Aden 1875
Akyab 1857
Alexandria 1821
Algiers 1730
Alicante 1738
Amsterdam 1714
Ancona 1816
Antigua 1903
Antwerp 1815
Archangel 1839
Athens 1832
Bagdad 1905
Bahia 1827
Baku 1897
Baltimore 1816
Bangkok 1866
Barcelona 1795
Batavia 1844
Bayonne 1769
Belize 1862
Berlin 1831
Bilbao 1845
Bombay 1863
Bordeaux 1709
Boston 1793
Bremen 1823
Breslau 1877
Bridgetown 1867
Brisbane 1882
Brussels 1858
Budapest 1873
Buenos Aires 1835
Cadiz 1719
Cagliari 1744

Cairo 1821
Calais 1780
Calcutta 1846
Canton 1852
Cape Town 1841
Caracas 1840
Cartagena 1770
Cette and Montpellier 1748
Christchurch 1874
Civita Vechia 1804
Cologne 1904
Colombo 1859
Copenhagen 1788
Corfu 1825
Curacao 1878
Danzig 1724
Dresden 1842
Dschiddah (Jidda) 1876
Dunkirk 1754
Düsseldorf 1878
Elsinore 1706
Fiume 1885
Flensburg 1816
Fort de France 1905
Frankfurt am Main 1827
Freetown 1895
Fremantle 1904
Galatz 1860
Geneva 1867
Genoa 1748
Georgetown 1878
Gibraltar 1798
Greifswald 1827
Guaiaquil 1853
Guatemala 1882
Hamburg 1730
Hamilton 1866

Hannover 1883
Havana 1835
Havre 1774
Helsingfors (Helsinki) 1859
Hongkong 1859
Honolulu 1854
Jamestown 1844
Johannesburg 1898
Karlsruhe 1884
Kiel 1817
Kingstown 1852
Kobe 1901
Köningsberg 1800
Kristiania 1787
La Guayara 1853
La Paz 1905
La Valetta 1822
Larnaca 1880
Le Croisic 1769
Leipzig 1858
Leith 1808
Levuka 1882
Libau 1797
Lima 1854
Lisbon 1694
Liverpool 1854
Livorno 1725
London 1730
Lorient 1778
Lourenco-Marques 1883
Lübeck 1721
Madeira 1807
Madras 1865
Madrid 1883
Malaga 1738
Manila 1840
Marseilles 1732
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Melbourne 1853
Memel 1804
Messina 1824
Mexico City 1886
Monaco 1877
Monrovia 1872
Montevideo 1836
Moscow 1652
München 1888
Nagasaki 1888
Nantes 1752
Naples 1750
New Providence 1879
New York 1799
Newcastle on Tyne 1874
Nuremberg 1874
Odessa 1819
Ostend 1804
Palermo 1819
Panama 1848
Pappeetee 1850
Paris 1796
Pernambuco 1834
Philadelphia 1798
Piraeus 1878
Ponte a Pitre 1876
Port Louis 1814

Port of Spain 1883
Port Stanley 1877
Quebeck 1851
Rangoon 1862
Reval 1817
Riga 1777
Rio de Janeiro 1804
Rochefort 1852
Rochelle & St Martin 1742
Rome 1788
Rönne 1834
Rostock 1794
Rotterdam 1798
Rouen 1731
San Domingo 1880
San Francisco 1850
San Juan 1854
San Salvador 1904
Santa Fé de Bogota 1875
Shanghai 1864
Singapore 1845
Smyrna 1736
St Georges 1866
St Johns 1883
St Petersburg 1758
St Pierre 1875
St Thomas 1854

Setubal 1800
Stettin 1801
Stralsund 1816
Stuttgart 1885
Surabaya 1904
Suva 1901
Sydney 1852
Tamatave 1876
Tangier 1768
Teheran 1905
Tokio 1893
Trapani 1764
Trieste 1781
Tripoli 1741
Tunis 1737
Valparaiso 1848
Venice 1739
Vera Cruz 1876
Viborg 1782
Victoria (Br Colombia) 1876
Victoria (Hong Kong) 1855
Vienna 1762
Warsaw 1875
Washington 1858
Wellington 1879
Yokohama 1879

Source: Register of reports received from Swedish consuls abroad. The dates differ from appoint-
ment dates of consuls (table 2.1). The dates indicate established contact between BoT and con-
sulate. (Skrivelser från konsuler, E VI a, BoT SNA)
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Appendix B
Swedish ships passing the Sound from the west, according to 
place of departure, 1700–83

Swedish ships passing the Sound from the east, according to 
destination, 1700–83

Source: Bang and Korst 1930

Year

All Swedish 
ships passing 
from the west France Portugal   Spain    Italy

Other 
Mediter-
ranean

Total 
southern 
Europe 

1700 107 13 25 0 0 0 38
1705 293 54 35 1 0 0 90
1710 1 0 0 0 0 0 0
1715 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
1720 23 0 0 0 0 0 0
1725 224 23 17 0 0 0 40
1730 514 17 30 0 0 0 40
1735 334 45 34 8 5 0 92
1740 179 27 18 4 9 0 58
1745 186 28 16 5 5 1 55
1750 228 34 32 15 25 1 107
1755 436 35 33 12 18 1 99
1760 383 33 37 2 9 0 81
1765 422 41 42 9 18 0 110
1770 366 41 26 7 33 1 108
1775 491 54 15 29 56 0 154
1780 724 33 47 18 24 1 123
1783 1,101 47 119 24 50 0 240

Year

All Swedish 
ships passing 
from the east France Portugal   Spain    Italy

Other 
Mediter-
ranean

Total 
southern 
Europe 

1700 no data
1705 no data
1710 17 0 0 0 0 0 0
1715 no data
1720 16 0 0 0 0 0 0
1725 191 9 12 2 0 0 23
1730 285 14 22 3 0 0 39
1735 281 35 35 1 1 8 80
1740 210 25 28 3 1 11 68
1745 230 12 25 4 13 8 62
1750 225 39 43 11 5 13 111
1755 381 44 24 17 11 6 102
1760 452 11 33 10 14 5 73
1765 415 23 49 12 5 8 97
1770 404 50 31 6 7 31 125
1775 473 81 39 14 15 3 152
1780 821 59 67 14 44 1 185
1783 1,030 56 66 30 55 30 237
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Appendix C
Arrivals of northern-European vessels in Marseilles harbour, 
1732–92

Year English  Dutch Swedish  Danish Other   Total

1709 1 1
1710 2 4 1 7
1711 1 1

1732 64 20 2 0 86
1733 113 32 1 0 146
1734 84 30 5 0 119
1735 87 39 10 0 136
1736 92 27 7 0 126
1737 75 29 2 0 106
1738 92 27 3 0 122
1739 55 21 7 0 83
1740 6 34 8 0 1 49
1741 10 42 8 1 4 65
1742 15 54 6 0 3 78
1743 12 82 13 1 10 118
1744 4 58 18 2 8 90
1745 1 95 16 0 9 121
1746 0 97 22 1 9 129
1747 1 81 16 8 3 109
1748 43 39 20 14 116
1749 206 103 22 19 350
1750 187 91 24 8 310
1751 125 77 14 2 218
1752 105 61 15 2 184
1753 81 62 19 9 171
1754 56 72 16 9 153
1755 63 30 30 16 139
1756 0 60 61 42 163
1757 0 40 37 26 103
1758 1 34 12 16 63
1759 0 72 13 19 105
1760 0 71 13 15 99
1761 2 98 15 36 151
1762 3 87 7 25 122
1763 27 65 21 33 146
1764 64 135 24 24 247
1765 42 45 22 12 121
1766 44 84 27 19 174
1767 45 72 26 20 163
1768 41 52 25 15 133
1769 53 77 42 4 176
1770 68 69 30 1 168
1771 67 95 43 2 207
1772 57 64 32 10 163
1773 56 67 39 15 177
1774 67 78 45 18 208
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Source: Carrière 1973, p. 1061.
Note: There were no Swedish ships registered between 1712 and 1731.

1775 59 44 31 15 149
1776 38 36 28 12 114
1777 38 49 44 25 156
1778 7 87 42 33 169
1779 1 93 30 48 172
1780 1 54 22 34 111
1781 0 23 42 60 2 127
1782 0 1 52 68 1 122
1783 14 10 51 95 170
1784 13 19 38 61 131
1785 27 16 55 112 1 211
1786 34 30 65 100 229
1787 47 27 58 69 201
1788 50 37 27 49 163
1789 74 44 1 47 166
1790 39 42 5 62 148
1791 37 39 22 59 157
1792 56 44 15 60 175

Total 
1732–92 2,749 3,363 1,466 1,453 9,084

Year English  Dutch Swedish  Danish Other   Total
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Appendix D
The numbers of Algerian passports issued, 1739–1831
1739 136
1740 136
1741 134
1742 114
1743 126
1744 167
1745 176
1746 163
1747 173
1748 135
1749 159
1750 160
1751 151
1752 183
1753 145
1754 112
1755 132
1756 156
1757 141
1758 177
1759 132
1760 174
1761 187
1762 203
1763 212
1764 225
1765 201
1766 169
1767 172
1768 180
1769 176
1770 198
1771 246
1772 270
1773 267
1774 278
1775 222
1776 236
1777 253
1778 287
1779 282
1780 320
1781 373
1782 441
1783 339
1784 370
1785 389

1786 289
1787 321
1788 163
1789 3
1790 115
1791 354
1792 257
1793 398
1794 408
1795 394
1796 362
1797 425
1798 467
1799 516
1800 624
1801 369
1802 545
1803 677
1804 717
1805 586
1806 259
1807 366
1808 306
1809 400
1810 552
1811 352
1812 310
1813 696
1814 782
1815 1,012
1816 583
1817 530
1818 511
1819 473
1820 431
1821 466
1822 389
1823 478
1824 523
1825 482
1826 463
1827 493
1828 501
1829 448
1830 506
1831 466

Total passports issued: 30,546.
Source: Algerian passport registers, 1739–1768, C II b. BoT SNA.



237

Appendix E
The outlays of the Swedish Convoy Office 1726–1809 
(1726–1776 in d.s.m., 1777–1809 in new rixdollars)
1726/27 2,599
1727/28 18,826
1728/29 232,301
1729/30 32,477
1730/31 41,533
1731/32/ 80,915
1732/33 20,673
1733/34 22,398
1734/35 51,848
1735/36 65,645
1736/37 53,366
1737/38 68,012
1738/39 35,957
1739 45,181
1740 52,670
1741 55,696
1742 36,169
1743 60,854
1744 63,685
1745 95,656
1746 148,270
1747 125,475
1748 169,675
1749 102,336
1750 100,404
1751 79,487
1752 74,454
1753 128,099
1754 68,194
1755 407,480
1756 208,522
1757 148,528
1758 270,521
1759 459,001
1760 321,650
1761 319,749
1762 209,514
1763 438,140
1764 668,229
1765 1,259,744
1766 286,342
1767 1,335,957
1768 307,678
1769 243,220
1770 224,226
1771 528,336
1772 458,521
1773 408,283
1774 275,362
1775 546,310
1776 519,827

1777 64,633
1778 58,277
1779 57,789
1780 198,245
1781 53,510
1782 50,676
1783 64,491
1784 43,589
1785 56,554
1786 50,682
1787 72,364
1788 35,215
1789 41,732
1790 50,826
1791–92 30,164
1793 215,733
1794 102,671
1795 64,030
1796 607,097
1797 17,712 rdr bko

42,089 rdr rgs
1798 86,870 rdr bko

91,748 rdr rgs
1799 108,431 rdr bko

75,643 rdr rgs
1800 10,536 rdr bko

131,663 rdr rgs
1801 24,139 rdr bko

241,612 rdr rgs
1802 56,986 rdr bko

132,695 rdr rgs
1803 287,775 rdr bko

113,738 rdr rgs
1804 784,660
1805 340,263
1806 82,324
1807 377,216
1808 92,445
1809 238,317

Source: Åmark 1961, pp.762–775.
rdr bko   riksdaler banko
rdr rgs    riksdaler riksgäld
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Appendix F
The calculation of estimated value of ships (see table 5.11)
The calculation of the capital stock employed in the Swedish shipping beyond
Cape Finisterre is based on the estimated shipping capacity employed and its
value according to estimated value per last.

Whereas the estimate of the employed shipping capacity (B) is rather repre-
sentative, the estimated capital stock employed (C) is a very rough estimate.
The reason is the difficulty in forming a coherent evaluation of ships over such
long period. The estimate employed is based on the following data:

According to Claes Grill’s treatise on Sweden’s shipping and shipbuilding
(1749), the estimated building cost of a new ship (280 lasts), to be employed in
long-distance shipping, was 305 d.s.m. per last (914 d.c.m.). The insurance
policies (from 1761) of the seven ships owned by the firm of Carlos and Claes
Grill show considerable variance of ship value per last. (Catharina Sofia 327
d.s.m., Experientia 171 d.s.m., Vigilantia 437 d.s.m., Levant Fregatt 373 d.s.m.,
Resolution 269 d.s.m., Lovisa Ulrica 194 d.s.m., Stor Ammiralen 194 d.s.m.)*
An average value per last of Grill’s ships is 284 d.s.m. Grill’s firm was among the
most active in the shipping beyond Cape Finisterre, thus the estimate appears
reasonably representative. In addition, the estimates based on insurance poli-
cies should be more representative than data from inventories, which fre-
quently underestimated ships’ real values. Yet the number of cases is very limi-
ted.

Jari Ojala, on the basis of inventories from the Finnish seaport of Gamla
Karleby (Kokkola), estimated an average value per last of 152 d.s.m. (455
d.c.m.). The period covered is 1760–1810, and the number of cases is 82.
Accounting books of the house of Donner and Falander (1779–1800), from
Wasa, show an average value of 237 d.s.m. (710 d.c.m.) per last, yet the num-
ber of cases is only 11 and the variation is considerable. Armas Luukko argues
that the ship value per last (based on ships from the seaport of Wasa) was about
210 d.s.m. (630 d.c.m.) by the late eighteenth century. The number of Finnish
cases is substantially larger than for Grill’s example. On the other hand the
Finnish cases also included ships engaged in coastal and Baltic shipping. The
values of these ships were (we may tentatively suppose) somewhat lower than
the values of ships employed in long-distance shipping.** 

With the calculated values per last from the above, the present writer estima-
tes that the value per last varied between 150 and 300 d.s.m. It is worth noting
that the estimate does not consider shipping capital’s depreciation by age. This
estimate is used as a basis for the calculation of the total capital stock employed
in Swedish shipping beyond Cape Finisterre.

*(Müller 1998, p. 205, table 6.9 insurance policies, and Börjeson 1932, pp. 315–340, data on
the tonnage of Grill’s ships).
** (for the data on Finnish ships, see Ojala 1999, pp. 88–102; Ojala 1996, pp. 252–270. I thank
Jari Ojala for help in finding the data.)
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Appendix G
Swedish iron exports to the United States 1807–46 
(in metric tons) 

Source: Adamson 1969, pp. 69, 77–80, 87.

Year Gothenburg Stockholm Gävle

1807 1,945
1808 333
1809 4,500
1810 16,395 364
1811 6,802
1812 5,755 1,211
1813 6,238 1,924
1814 1,423 256
1815 13,196 4,624
1816 5,104 7,038
1817 4,695 4,762
1818 2,236 7,827
1819 3,519 6,150
1820 4,299 9,904
1821 3,848 7,336
1822 5,045 12,034
1823 11,178 16,324
1824 6,167 9,669
1825 7,947 13,325
1826 3,979 8,102
1827 6,632 13,021
1828 9,279 14,157
1829 6,814 11,275
1830 5,113 9,818
1831 7,323 15,240 1,300
1832 6,474 12,847 2,400
1833 6,702 12,417 2,100
1834 5,258 13,365 1,500
1835 6,825 19,660 2,600
1836 9,056 16,028 2,900
1837 2,301 5,519 2,500
1838 5,670 16,551 4,100
1839 7,485 17,443 4,500
1840 4,167 9,607 3,200
1841 5,010 12,520 4,600
1842 3,251 4,016 2,200
1843 3,638 2,378 1,100
1844 4,729 5,522 2,800
1845 6,453 4,682 600
1846 3,443 5,070 1,500
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Note on volume and weight units, measurement of 
shipping capacity, and money
ship pound (skeppund stapelstadsvikt), a weight unit, used in metal exports, 
1 ship pound=136 kg (Historisk statistik för Sverige, 1972, p. 64)

barrel (tunna, öltunna), a volume unit used in trade with tar, pitch and salt, 
1 barrel=125.6 litre (Historisk statistik för Sverige, 1972, p. 64)

Measurement of shipping capacity
The measurement of early modern shipping capacity is a complex problem,
especially if we aim to compare capacity between different countries. In gene-
ral, there are two tonnage measurement units: the last employed in German–
Dutch and Scandinavian shipping, and the ton especially employed in western
Europe. In eighteenth-century Sweden after 1726, standard measurement pro-
cedures were employed: the unit used was the heavy last (svår läst), equal to a
ship’s carrying capacity of 18 ship pounds of iron in weight (1 heavy last=18
ship pounds=2.448 metric ton) (Andersson 1945–1946, pp. 94–95). Thus the
registered Swedish capacity is roughly equal to modern deadweight tonnage.
The traditional ton burden, employed in the measurement of early modern
English shipping, and used in comparative research, is equal to 2,200 English
pounds, which is almost exactly 1 metric ton. Therefore, in comparisons, I have
only converted Swedish registered tonnage from lasts into metric tons. The
Swedish data here refers to registered tonnage in lasts (or metric tons), which
makes the data comparable, at least roughly, to established estimates of eigh-
teenth-century tonnage in tons burden (e.g. Lucassen and Unger 2000). 

Moreover, there are large differences between the registered tonnages, measu-
red tonnages, and actual carrying capacity of vessels. On measurement proce-
dures and differences between the ‘registered’ and ‘measured’ capacity in eigh-
teenth-century Atlantic shipping see McCusker 1997. It has to be stressed that
any calculations based on early modern tonnages are very rough estimates, and
should be understood as such. 

For a comprehensive discussion on the measurement of early modern tonna-
ges, see Lane 1964; French 1973; Unger 1992, p. 250; Glete 1993b, pp. 67–
70, 332 (note); Lucassen and Unger 2000, p. 128. For Swedish measurement
of tonnage see Andersson 1945–1946 and Owen Jansson 1945–1946.

Money
In the eighteenth century, Sweden’s monetary system included three units: rix-
dollars (riksdaler specie), dollar-silver-money (daler silvermynt) [d.s.m.], and
dollar-copper-money (daler kopparmynt) [d.c.m.]. Between 1723 and 1776,
the exchange rate between d.s.m. and d.c.m. was stable, 1 d.s.m.=3.d.c.m. On
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the other hand, the rate between rixdollar and d.s.m. varied: thus in 1723, 1
rixdollar=3 d.s.m.=9 d.c.m.. In the 1776 monetary reform, d.s.m. and d.c.m.
were abandoned for a single monetary unit, rixdollars, at an exchange rate 1
rixdollar=6.d.s.m.=18 d.c.m. This exchange rate was used for the conversion of
new rixdollars to d.s.m. in the post-1776 period (e.g. table 5.11).

In the 1790s, monetary problems gave rise to a difference between two bank
note systems, riksdaler riksgälds [rdr rgs], issued by Riksgäldskontoret, and riks-
daler banco [rdr bco], issued by Riksbank and equal to the silver riksdaler specie.
In 1803, riksdaler riksgälds was incorporated into the rixdollar system, at an
exchange rate of 1 rdr rgs= 2/3 rdr bco.

In the 1873 monetary reform, a new unit, the krona replaced the riksdaler.
(rixdollar) (Historisk statistik för Sverige, 1972, p. 662–663.)
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