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The uses of French subsidies in Sweden, 
1632–1729

Svante Norrhem

Introduction1

In his book Tankar om krig i gemen och Sweriges krig i synnerhet 
(‘Thoughts about war in general and Sweden’s war in particular’), 
written in 1758 and published in 1767, a civil servant and politician 
by the name of Anders Nordencrantz (1697–1772) heavily criticized 
the Swedish acceptance of foreign subsidies. Subsidies become opiates, 
poisons that delight, corrupt, and drug recipients. Subsidies are like 
golden hooks pulling the receivers like fish out of their natural 
environment, Nordencrantz says, and lead them to go wherever the 
foreigner wishes – especially if there are individuals within the 
receiving nation who gain from these operations.2

By 1758, Sweden had received subsidies from France for twenty 
successive years, whereas the Franco-Swedish subsidy relationship 
went back much longer. From 1631 to 1758, Sweden had received 
subsidies for more than sixty years, most often from France and 
usually in the form of subsidy troops, as described by Peter H. 
Wilson in Chapter 3 above. According to Nordencrantz, it had been 
a grave mistake for Sweden to accept subsidies in the 1630s in order 
to enter the war in Germany. By its greedy conquest of land, Sweden 

1 Some of the findings contained in this chapter derive from research more 
fully presented in Svante Norrhem, Mercenary Swedes: French Subsidies to 
Sweden 1631–1796 (Lund: Nordic Academic Press, 2019).

2 Anders Nordencrantz, Tankar om krig i gemen och Sweriges krig i synnerhet, 
samt hwaruti Sweriges rätta och sanskyldiga interesse består: skrifwit år 
1758, och hörer til et större wärk, som på hög wederbörlig befallning blifwit 
författadt, men icke förr kunnat komma i dagsljuset (Stockholm: Lorens 
Ludvig Greving, 1767), pp. 65, 67.
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94 Subsidies, diplomacy, and state formation

had ended up in a situation where subsidies were constantly needed 
for protecting the new territories. Sweden would have been quite 
a different country, Nordencrantz argues, had that money been 
invested in agriculture rather than war. The wars and the cost of 
protecting overseas territories, such as Pomerania in northern 
Germany, had never been covered by foreign subsidies.3 People in 
general rejected war, Nordencrantz wrote, claiming that the wars 
Sweden fought between 1740 and 1756 were decided by just ten 
individuals within the political elite.4

Criticism against accepting subsidies had been voiced before and 
repeatedly during the lengthy period when Sweden had received 
them; however, the critique was rarely public before the eighteenth 
century. Some of the most prominent critical voices belonged to the 
head of the treasury, Gustaf Bonde (1620–1667), and his grandson, 
the politician Gustaf Bonde (1682–1764). Bonde the Elder introduced 
in 1661 a political programme in which he advocated thrift as a 
method for ceasing to be on the receiving end of foreign money.5 
Expenses could be reduced by putting an end to the ennoblement 
of officers, civil servants, or merchants.6 His grandson, seventy years 
later, echoed many of these suggestions but directed his criticism 
much more pointedly against French subsidies as such. France, 
according to Gustaf Bonde the Younger, had proved that it sometimes 
made use of its superior position towards Sweden. An independent 
nation like Sweden should not accept giving up its freedom for the 
sake of money.7

3 Ibid., p. 47.
4 Ibid., p. 62.
5 Gustaf Bonde, ‘Riksskattmästaren Gustaf Bondes politiska program 1661’, 

Historisk Tidskrift 33 (1913), 42–54 (p. 46).
6 Ibid., 49–50.
7 Carl Trolle-Bonde, Anteckningar om Bondesläkten af Carl Trolle-Bonde (Lund: 

Berlingska Boktryckeri- och Stilgjuteri Aktiebolaget, 1898), pp. 138–139. 
Similar voices against subsidies were also raised in other European countries 
from time to time. By the end of the eighteenth century, the recruitment of 
soldiers in German territories for foreign military service drew increasing 
criticism. The arguments against subsidies included the high mortality 
rates among young fighting men and a troubling overdependence on the 
subsidizer. Enlightenment ideas encouraged this resistance, especially when 
the British started using German armies in North America. See Tryntje 
Helfferich, Chapter 2 above, as well as Philip G. Dwyer, The Rise of Prussia 
1700–1830 (London and New York: Routledge, 2014), pp. 56–57; Frederic 
Groß, ‘Einzigartig? – Der Subsidienvertrag von 1786 über die Aufstellung
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The uses of French subsidies in Sweden 95

Despite this criticism of how taking subsidies affected the recipient’s 
political independence and social and economic well-being, research 
on the early modern period shows that subsidies also brought benefits 
both to states and to specific people living there. Looking at subsidies 
at a state level, one may argue that subsidies granted the giver access 
to much-needed armies and allies at the same time as they enabled 
relatively small countries, such as Denmark and Sweden, to play a 
role in European politics.8 Much of the continental warfare in which 
the two countries were involved during the early modern period 
was enabled by foreign subsidies. The same may be said of other 
countries in Europe at the same time.9 Rulers and elites benefited 
from being able to participate in European great-power politics, as 
they could accrue greater prestige and greater territorial and other 
material benefits. The so-called ‘Soldatenhandel’, meaning resource-
rich states hiring armies from smaller German states in exchange 
for subsidies, became a way for lesser German princes to play a 
role in European politics. Providing soldiers for money could 
strengthen the political position of princes and give them higher 

des “Kapregiments” zwischen Herzog Karl Eugen von Württemberg und 
der Niederländischen Ostindienkompanie’, in Militärische Migration vom 
Altertum bis zur Gegenwart, ed. by Christoph Rass (Paderborn: Studien 
zur Historischen Migrationsforschung, vol. 30, 2016), pp. 143–164; Lothar 
Höbelt, ‘Vom militärischen saisonnier zum miles perpetuus: Staatsbildung und 
Kriegsführung im ancien régime’, in Krieg und Gesellschaft, vol. 2, ed. by 
Thomas Kolnberger and Ilja Steffelbauer (Vienna: Mandelbaum, 2010), pp. 
59–79; Charles W. Ingrao, The Hessian Mercenary State: Ideas, Institutions, 
and Reform under Frederick II, 1760–1785 (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1987), pp. 138–140; Hans-Martin Maurer, ‘Das württembergische 
Kapregiment. Söldner im Dienste früher Kolonialpolitik (1787–1808)’, 
Zeitschrift für Württembergische Landesgeschichte 47 (1988), 291–307.

8 Dwyryd Wyn Jones, War and Economy in the Age of William III and 
Marlborough (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1988), pp. 7–11; Christopher Storrs: 
‘ “Große Erwartungen”: Britische Subsidienzahlungen an Savoyen im 18. 
Jahrhundert’ in Das ‘Blut des Staatskörpers’: Forschungen zur Finanzge-
schichte der Frühen Neuzeit, ed. by Peter Rauscher, Andrea Serles, and 
Thomas Winkelbauer (Munich: Historische Zeitschrift, Beiheft, vol. 56, 2012), 
87–126 (p. 124); Peter H. Wilson, War, State and Society in Württemberg, 
1677–1793 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), pp. 85–86.

9 Peter Lindström and Svante Norrhem, Flattering Alliances: Scandinavia, 
Diplomacy and the Austrian-French Balance of Power, 1648–1740 (Lund: 
Nordic Academic Press, 2013), pp. 68–74; Peter H. Wilson, German Armies: 
War and German Politics 1648–1806 (London: UCL Press, 1998), pp. 
47–49, 176. 
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96 Subsidies, diplomacy, and state formation

prestige within the international community, as shown by the 
examples of Hesse, Württemberg, and Saxony-Gotha.10 For Hesse, 
this resulted in its armies becoming major employers offering 
opportunities for advancement (especially to the lower nobility). In 
addition, it meant that taxes could be kept at a low level, while 
also enabling a focus on commercial activity.11 However, such obvious 
benefits were not necessarily found elsewhere among smaller German 
states.12

Prestige – also used as one of several justifications for Sweden 
to ally with France in the 1630s – was only one possible benefit 
from gaining subsidies.13 Armies needed weapons, gunpowder, cannon 
balls, clothes, shoes, and food, and they needed somebody who 
could provide them. Subsidies were sometimes used to build or 
repair fortresses and ships, which implies that there was a demand 
for building contractors, suppliers of building material, craftsmen, 
and workers. Of this we know relatively little, since most research 
on subsidies has focused on the state level and the hiring of soldiers 
and officers. An exception concerns the merchant entrepreneurs 
who handled the frequently difficult issue of moving money from 
one country to another, discussed by Marianne Klerk and Erik 
Thomson in Chapters 9 and 10 below.14

10 Ingrao, The Hessian Mercenary State, pp. 22–44; Wilson, War, State and 
Society, pp. 22, 41, 74; Andrea Thiele, ‘The Prince as Military Entrepreneur? 
Why Smaller Saxon Territories Sent “Holländische Regimenter” (Dutch 
Regiments) to the Dutch Republic’, in War, Entrepreneurs, and the State in 
Europe and the Mediterranean, 1300–1800, ed. by Jeff Fynn-Paul (Leiden 
and Boston: Brill, 2014), pp. 170–192 (pp. 191–192). See also Peter H. 
Wilson, ‘The German “Soldier Trade” of the Seventeenth and Eighteenth 
Centuries: A Reassessment’, The International History Review 4 (1996), 
757–792 (pp. 775, 777–778).

11 Ingrao, The Hessian Mercenary State, pp. 22–44, 127.
12 Wilson, War, State and Society, p. 84.
13 Svenska riksrådets protokoll, vol. VI, 1636 (Stockholm: P.A. Norstedt & 

Söner, 1891), pp. 716–723.
14 Another exception is Sofia Gustafsson’s excellent study of the effects of 

the building of the fortress Sveaborg off the southern coast of Finland in 
1748–1756; Sofia Gustafsson, Leverantörer och profitörer: Olika geografiska 
områdens och sociala gruppers handel med fästningsbygget Sveaborg under 
den första byggnadsperioden 1748–1756 (Helsinki: Societas Scientiarum 
Fennica, 2015).
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The uses of French subsidies in Sweden 97

The aim of the present chapter

Anders Nordencrantz’s claim to the effect that a state which accepts 
subsidies is likely to become drugged and dependent, with only a 
few individuals profiting from them, is worthy of a serious examina-
tion. Turned into research questions, these would be: Who on the 
receiving side – Sweden – benefited from the subsidies? How did 
subsidies affect Swedish society? And, finally, what can be said 
about Swedish dependency on subsidies – did Sweden go wherever 
France led?

Through a detailed study of three periods – 1632, 1675–1677, 
and 1727–1729 – the wider effects of subsidies on Swedish society 
as well as the nature of dependency between Sweden and France is 
discussed. The study is primarily based on accounts of how the 
Swedish government spent subsidies during the aforementioned 
periods, as well as on records of discussions within the Council of 
the Realm. While the sources used for this study can only provide 
information about who may have gained from receiving part of the 
subsidies in the most tangible form – money – the aim is to take 
the analysis further and discuss who benefited from the subsidy 
system in a broader sense. In the background, there is another 
question, a much larger one, which has to do with state building. 
‘Our rise has come through war’, Queen Christina (1626–1689) 
said in 1652, thus in a sense preceding Charles Tilly’s well-known 
assertion that war, or the preparation for war, built states.15 If 
resources – such as subsidies – were prerequisites for war, what was 
the significance of subsidies in relation to state building? There are 
arguments for the assumption that subsidies played a great role in 
terms of state building; one would be that major players such as 
France, Spain, or Britain needed the armies and allies they received 
through subsidies. Without subsidies, there would have been no 
armies, no wars, and no war preparations to make these major 
powers as strong as warfare made them. Another argument supporting 
the assumption that subsidies built states is that minor players such 
as Sweden, Denmark, or Brandenburg needed the money to safeguard 
their territories or partake in warfare. Subsidies not only paid for 

15 Michael Roberts, The Swedish Imperial Experience, 1560–1718 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1979), p. 22; Charles Tilly, Coercion, Capital, 
and European States, AD 990–1990 (Oxford: Blackwell, 1990), pp. 14–15, 
19–28.
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98 Subsidies, diplomacy, and state formation

soldiers but also contributed to the need for building an administra-
tion to handle war supplies, training of military personnel, transport, 
and foreign affairs.

Subsidies, state revenue, and war costs

For much of the time from the early seventeenth century to the end 
of the eighteenth century, Sweden was partially dependent on foreign 
money in order to play a role in European politics, and even maintain 
its own security.16 A way to estimate dependency is by calculating 
how much of the war finances or state revenue came from French 
subsidies. Calculations for 1632 show that French subsidies covered 
about 15 per cent of the war cost. A calculation for the years 
1630–1634 indicates that 15 per cent of the cost of war, amounting 
to 9 per cent of the state revenue, was covered by subsidies – regard-
less of giver – during the same time.17 Calculations for the eighteenth 
century show that French subsidies amounted to at least between 
5 and 15 per cent of the state revenue between 1747 and 1776, 
reaching 20 per cent and above in exceptional years. For the years 
1727–1729, the Franco-British subsidies to Sweden amounted to 
18 and 19 per cent of the state revenue. As research has shown, 
these figures are likely to be low; but exactly how low is very difficult 
to estimate.18

The 5 to 20 per cent that the subsidies were worth means that, 
without these, the resources would have had to be raised in other 

16 See, for example, Sveriges riksråds protokoll, vol. V (Stockholm: P.A. Norstedts 
& Söners förlag, 1888), pp. 383–385 (17 December 1635); Stockholm, 
Riksarkivet (RA, the Swedish National Archive), Det odelade kansliet: 
Rådsprotokoll, vol. 37b (5 November 1662), 59a (21 February 1672), 63 (22 
March 1674 and undated); Utrikesexpeditionen: Rådsprotokoll över utrikes 
ärenden för 1734 från 18 maj (6 August 1734); RA, Utrikesexpeditionen: 
Rådsprotokoll över utrikes ärenden 1740–1743 (5 August 1740). 

17 Kersten Krüger, ‘Dänische und schwedische Kriegsfinanzierung im Dreißigjäh-
rigen Krieg bis 1635’, in Krieg und Politik 1618–1648: Europäische Probleme 
und Perspektiven, ed. by Konrad Repgen (Munich: R. Oldenbourg Verlag, 
1988), pp. 275–299 (p. 288); Sven Lundkvist, ‘Svensk krigsfinansiering 
1630–1635’, Historisk Tidskrift 2 (1966), 377–417 (p. 387). Lars Ekholm 
estimates that, in 1631, subsidies from France and the Netherlands together 
with favourable contracts for buying grain from Russia represented 45 per 
cent of the cost of war; see Lars Ekholm, Svensk krigsfinansiering 1630–31 
(Uppsala: Acta Universitatis Upsaliensis, 1974), p. 11.

18 Karl Åmark, Sveriges statsfinanser 1719–1809, parts I–III (Stockholm: 
Norstedt, 1961), pp. 151, 585–589.
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The uses of French subsidies in Sweden 99

ways, through taxation, contributions, loans, or higher tariffs on 
trade – or there would have been corresponding cuts or reductions 
in public spending. The latter is the most likely alternative, given 
the poor condition of Swedish finances during all the three periods 
studied here.19 The importance of foreign financial support becomes 
evident from the point where Karl XI, in the early 1680s, decided 
to go his way without it. In order to finance a desperately needed 
reorganization of the army and expansion of the fleet with domestic 
funds only, the choice fell on forcing a reduction of land from the 
nobility – a decision with enormous financial and political implica-
tions.20 Whether receiving 5 to 20 per cent of its state revenue from 
abroad made Sweden slightly or very dependent on France may 
also be measured by how the need for subsidies was discussed 
among Swedish politicians.

An argument frequently used by Swedish politicians in order to 
motivate why Sweden needed subsidies was that Sweden ‘måste 
gripas under armarna’ by France. The Swedish expression liter-
ally means that Sweden needed ‘to be seized under the arms’ in 
order to avoid falling to the ground.21 This and similar expressions 
were used both within the Council of the Realm in closed debates 
and, seemingly openly, in discussions with French diplomats.22 It 
reflects a feeling that Sweden was in dire need of support while 
referring to Sweden’s financial inability to defend the country 
or to partake in war. In contacts with French officials, at times 
when Sweden either sought subsidies or was waiting for delayed 
subsidies to be paid, one can see the same kind of outspoken  

19 For the 1630s, see Lundkvist, ‘Svensk krigsfinansiering 1630–1635’, pp. 
383–384, 415–417; for the 1670s, see Göran Rystad, Karl XI: En biografi 
(Lund: Historiska media, 2001), pp. 27–28, 59, 62–63, 168–169; for the 
1720s, see Åmark, Sveriges statsfinanser, pp. 129–144.

20 For a more developed description of the background of this decision, see Sven 
A. Nilsson, På väg mot reduktionen: Studier i svenskt 1600-tal (Stockholm: 
Natur och kultur, 1964), pp. 114–123.

21 See note 16. 
22 Axel Oxenstierna to Cardinal Richelieu 24 September 1634, 11 May 1635. 

Also in instruction for Hugo Grotius 10 September 1635. See Rikskanslern 
Axel Oxenstiernas skrifter och brevväxling, 1:12. Brev 1634, juni–dec 
(Stockholm: Almqvist & Wiksell International, 1977), pp. 488–490; and 
Rikskanslern Axel Oxenstiernas skrifter och brevväxling, 1:13. Brev 1635, 
jan–aug (Stockholm: P.A. Norstedt & Söners förlag, 1949), pp. 250–251; 
and Rikskanslern Axel Oxenstiernas skrifter och brevväxling, 1:14. Brev 
sept–dec (Stockholm: P.A. Norstedt & Söner, 1950), pp. 24–26. 
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100 Subsidies, diplomacy, and state formation

desperation.23 It appears to be a paradox that, at the same time as 
Swedish diplomats and politicians quite unreservedly asked France 
for help, they were sensitive to how France would respond. Signs 
of French haughtiness were not well received, and members of the 
Council of the Realm discussed how to avoid Sweden’s being seen 
as a mercenary.24 One issue was that diplomats from less friendly 
courts visiting Stockholm sent dispatches to Vienna or Copenhagen 
reporting on Swedish eagerness to obtain subsidies, preferably from 
France.25 French observers also viewed Sweden as impecunious and 
in need of help from allies, especially in the aftermath of the Great 
Northern War (1700–1721).26

From a broader perspective, I suggest that one may analyse how 
individuals or groups employed the rhetoric of ‘dependency’ on the 
basis of how different individuals or groups hoped for, or were 
accused of gaining from, subsidies. For example, young officers 
expressed disappointment when the French ambassador in 1650 
failed to deliver money that was needed for a Swedish regiment; there 
was a similar case in 1669, when Spanish money was not paid.27 

23 For example, Stockholm, RA, Det odelade kansliet: Rådsprotokoll, vol. 45 
(3 December 1666), vol. 47 (24 September 1667). 

24 For example, when discussing a possible treaty with the emperor, the Council 
of the Realm did not want to give the impression that Sweden would enter 
into such a treaty because of the money. Stockholm, RA, Det odelade kansliet: 
Rådsprotokoll, vol. 59b (4 December 1672). The French ambassador Terlon 
had implied that Sweden would do anything for France if the latter offered 
money. ‘They are mistaken’, says Magnus Gabriel De la Gardie, ‘if they 
think so. They cannot treat us like the Swiss.’ Stockholm, RA, Det odelade 
kansliet: Rådsprotokoll, vol. 63 (27 February 1674). 

25 Wratislaus von Sternberg, ‘Memorial on the Situation in Sweden, May 
1674’ in Handlingar rörande Sverges historia ur utrikes arkiver samlade 
och utgifna af And. Fryxell, tredje delen, ed. by Anders Fryxell (Stockholm: 
L.J. Hjerta, 1839), pp. 94–148 (pp. 123, 144); ‘Utdrag och afskrifter ur 
Danska ministern Jens Juels bref till kungen af Danmark 1664 och följande 
år’, in Handlingar rörande Sverges historia ur utrikes arkiver samlade och 
utgifna af And. Fryxell, första delen, ed. by Anders Fryxell (Stockholm: L.J. 
Hjerta, 1836), pp. 106–210 (p. 156).

26 La Courneuve, Archives diplomatiques (AD), Memoires et documents Suède 
4 (discours by ambassador Pomponne 1668), and Memoires et documents 
Suède 9 (instruction for ambassador Lanmary October 1741).

27 Johan Ekeblads bref. 1: Från Kristinas och Cromwells hof, ed. by Nils 
Sjöberg (Stockholm: P.A. Norstedt & Söners förlag, 1911), p. 48; Jens 
Juel, ‘Utdrag och afskrifter ur Danska ministern Jens Juels bref till kungen 
af Danmark 1664 och följande år’, in Handlingar rörande Sverges historia 
ur utrikes arkiver samlade och utgifna af And. Fryxell, första delen, ed. by 
Anders Fryxell, pp. 106–210 (pp. 198, 248). 
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The uses of French subsidies in Sweden 101

For these young officers, war was a source of income that supported 
their social climbing. Thus, the English ambassador in Stockholm 
in 1653–1654 reported that Swedish officers hoped that the war 
between the Netherlands and Britain would continue, so that they 
would have the opportunity to join on Britain’s side. However, the 
ambassador had been told that since the most powerful politicians 
in the country, chancellor Axel Oxenstierna and his sons, were so 
rich, Sweden would stay at peace. According to this reasoning, 
Oxenstierna and his immediate family had little personal interest in 
going to war – they did well without the extra money and did not 
need to raise their status – to the disappointment of the officers.28

The Thirty Years’ War and the Swedish intervention

When Sweden entered the war in Germany in the summer of 1630 
to fight for the Lutheran cause against the Holy Roman Emperor, 
the promise of French subsidies, which materialized with the 
treaty of Bärwalde in January 1631, was vital. The treaty is quite 
straightforward in what was expected from Sweden in return for 
the subsidies: thirty thousand infantry soldiers and six thousand 
cavalry were to fight in Germany. In return, Sweden would receive 
400,000 riksdaler annually for five years.29 Sweden would also receive 
a smaller sum as back payment for parts of 1630. On the death of 
King Gustav II Adolf in November 1632, the treaty expired since 
it was an agreement between kings, not between states; but it was 
in all essential aspects renewed in 1633. Apart from the obvious 
point that Sweden promised to provide an exact specified number 
of soldiers, neither of the treaties (1631 or 1633) goes into detail 
as to how the money was expected to be used, nor for whom it 
was supposed to be used.30 France obviously expected to benefit 
from this deal by getting the Swedish king and his armies to fight 
the emperor on its behalf. The question here, however, is where the 
French money went and who else besides the French king managed 
to benefit from it. As French statesmen accepted Swedish control 
over the subsidies once they had been paid, it is necessary to examine 

28 Bulstrode Whitelocke, A Journal of the Swedish Embassy in the years 1653 
and 1654 (London: Longman, 1855), vol. ii, pp. 34–35.

29 Sverges traktater med främmande magter: jemte andra dit hörande handlingar: 
5:1 1572–1632, ed. by O.S. Rydberg and C. Hallendorff (Stockholm: P.A. 
Norstedt & Söners förlag, 1903), pp. 438–442.

30 See note 28 and Sverges traktater med främmande magter: jemte andra dit 
hörande handlingar: 5:2 1632–1645, ed. by C. Hallendorff (Stockholm: 
P.A. Norstedt & Söners förlag, 1909), pp. 12–18.
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102 Subsidies, diplomacy, and state formation

what Swedish statesmen used the subsidies for in order to determine 
their understanding of their fiscal situation.

Expenses 1632

One of the earliest accounts in the Royal Treasury of subsidy 
expenditure from the war is dated 1632 and shows the allocation 
of funds, 136,796 riksdaler, for the November term of that year.31 
By November 1632, Sweden had been at war in Germany for more 
than two years. The people listed in the account are all men and, 
not surprisingly, many of those were military commanders. The 
account lists most of the recipients by name, with only a few remain-
ing anonymously hidden behind titles. By far the biggest share of 
the money was allocated to individuals, not to collectives or institu-
tions. At the top of the list was Duke Wilhelm of Saxe-Weimar 
(1598–1662) who received 20,000 riksdaler, some 15 per cent of 
the total amount. Duke Wilhelm, brother of the more famous general 
Bernhard of Saxe-Weimar, sided with Gustav II Adolf in the German 
war but was sidestepped by Axel Oxenstierna after the death of 
the Swedish king in November 1632. The source does not specify 
for what purpose Duke Wilhelm received the money, so one can 
only speculate that it was intended for maintaining troops and/or 
recruiting soldiers. The Swedish army at the time was full of hired 
foreign officers fighting on the same side as the Swedish king and 
raising armies for him.32 Others mentioned in the account included 
Donald Mackay, first Lord Reay (1591–1649), a Scotsman, and the 
German baron Dodo zu Innhausen und Knyphausen (1583–1636), 
who was third in command at the battle of Lützen where the Swedish 
king died and who became a Swedish field marshal in 1633. Both 
Mackay and Knyphausen received relatively small sums, but it was 
not stated for what purposes. Two officers, Lammermont and 
Hamilton, were paid substantial sums for army supplies, a total 
cost of 18,298 riksdaler. ‘Hamilton’ could refer to just about any 
of the sixty-five Scottish Hamiltons serving in the Swedish armies 
under King Gustav II Adolf.33

31 Stockholm, RA, Kammarkollegiet: Kansliet och kontorsarkiv, F3/1.
32 In 1631, around 80 per cent of the troops fighting for Sweden were hired, 

which gives us an idea of the importance of foreign officers. Lundkvist, 
‘Svensk krigsfinansiering 1630–1635’, p. 384.

33 Hamilton, släkt, urn:sbl:12476, Svenskt biografiskt lexikon, accessed 10 
July 2017.
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The uses of French subsidies in Sweden 103

Although many who were paid from the subsidies were not 
Swedish, there were also Swedish noblemen and burghers on the 
receiving end. Some of them got what seem to be reimbursements, 
in total 67,141 riksdaler (49 per cent of the grand total). One of the 
recipients of such reimbursements was Baron Sten Bielke (1598–1638), 
who at the time was stationed in Stralsund and Pomerania in order 
to find resources and buy supplies for the Swedish army.34 Bielke 
belonged to the group of noblemen and merchants who were asked 
to advance money towards French subsidies.35 Others included the 
nobleman Klas Horn, most probably the Klas Horn (1583–1632) 
who at the time of his death was in charge of Stralsund, and Peter 
Grönberg (1579–1632).36 Grönberg was a Swedish businessman 
and war financier who had earned the trust of Axel Oxenstierna. In 
1631, he was raised to the nobility and at the same time stationed in 
Hamburg to buy weapons and gunpowder, to pay for the recruitment 
of soldiers and also to pay off creditors.37

Other Swedish recipients of money included Melchior Falkenberg 
(1597–1651), who was in the Netherlands to manage the copper 
trade, and Johan Leuhusen (1597–1641), who was used as an envoy 
by Axel Oxenstierna and who went on a diplomatic mission to 
Paris in 1631, together with Axel’s cousin Bengt Oxenstierna. An 
entry for money that had been spent in France for travel and gifts 
– not specifying any details – can be referred to this diplomatic 
mission to Paris in 1631.

Even though details are missing from many of the entries, it is 
fair to say that by far the largest proportion of the funds from the 
third term of French subsidies in 1632 was used for supporting the 
military actions in Germany, as specified in the treaty. Most of the 
money was seemingly used for recruiting and maintaining troops 
or for buying supplies for troops, while only a minor share, some 4 
per cent, was spent on diplomacy and an even smaller share covered 
the costs of managing the subsidies (approximately 1.5 per cent).

34 Sten Svantesson Bielke, urn:sbl:34575, Svenskt biografiskt lexikon (article 
by B. Boëthius), accessed 10 July 2017.

35 Axel Oxenstierna to Sten Bielke 9 May 1633 in Rikskanslern Axel Oxen-
stiernas skrifter och brevväxling, 1:8. Brev 1633, Jan–maj (Stockholm: P.A. 
Norstedt & Söners förlag, 1942), pp. 605–606.

36 Horn, släkt, urn:sbl:13802, Svenskt biografiskt lexikon, accessed 10 July 
2017.

37 Peter Grönenberg (Gröneberg), urn:sbl:13267, Svenskt biografiskt lexikon 
(article by Birgitta Lager), accessed 10 July 2017.
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As far as it is possible to trace what the money was spent on, 
most resources seem to have been spent outside Sweden. During 
this period, the subsidies never reached Sweden. They were spent 
in Europe and were to a large extent also used for paying non-Swedes 
for services rendered to the Swedish crown. Rather than being an 
independent agent, one could say that, as far as subsidies were 
concerned, the Swedish state merely acted as a distributor of French 
resources between France and the army commanders and suppliers 
to the armies engaged in the war in Germany. To what degree any 
of the people on the list actually profited personally from getting 
a share of the subsidies, or if they spent it all on paying salaries or 
buying supplies, is difficult to say. A possible profit may have arisen 
from being hired and given an opportunity to make a career and 
advance socially. Indirectly, however, people in Europe who supplied 
the Swedish armies would probably benefit from the subsidies.

The treaty of 1672 stipulated that Sweden would receive 400,000 
riksdaler annually for three years in peacetime and 600,000 annually 
if war broke out.38 In return, Sweden would keep sixteen thousand 
soldiers in Germany, with an exception for 1672 when the number 
had to be only six thousand. The treaty was renewed on 15 April 
1675.39 The treaties of 1672 and 1675 did not explicitly prohibit 
Sweden from using the money for purposes other than keeping 
armed forces in Germany.

Expenses 1675–1677

The situation in Sweden in the 1670s was different from that of 
forty years earlier. By 1630, Gustav II Adolf had ruled his country 
for many years and proved himself to be a capable commander of 
arms. He had also sought and managed to work together with the 
Swedish aristocracy with the aim of building an efficient civil service. 
Even though Sweden was a relatively poor country with a small 
population, the administration’s increasing efficiency in retrieving 

38 Traité d’alliance 14 April 1672, accessed 27 June 2017 at http://basedoc. 
diplomatie.gouv.fr/exl-php/cadcgp.php?CMD=CHERCHE&QUERY= 
1&MODELE=vues/mae_internet___traites/home.html&VUE=mae_ 
internet___traites&NOM=cadic__anonyme&FROM_LOGIN=1.

39 Traité d’alliance 25 April 1675, accessed 27 June 2017 at: http://basedoc. 
diplomatie.gouv.fr/exl-php/cadcgp.php?CMD=CHERCHE&QUERY= 
1&MODELE=vues/mae_internet___traites/home.html&VUE=mae_internet___ 
traites&NOM=cadic__anonyme&FROM_LOGIN=1.
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resources, and the increasing export of copper and iron, enabled 
the state to build a strong military. When Sweden agreed to a new 
treaty with France in 1672, it had been ruled by a government led 
by aristocrats since 1660 during the minority reign of Karl XI 
(1655–1697). There was strong criticism voiced against the govern-
ment for mismanaging the state finances. The young king eventually 
decided to seek the advice of men outside the aristocratic circle that 
had ruled the country during his minority reign. He gradually 
excluded people such as the once-mighty chancellor Magnus Gabriel 
De la Gardie from his inner circle.40

The accounts from the 1670s are more detailed than the ones 
from 1632 and hence provide more in-depth knowledge of what 
the subsidies were used for.41 The focal point here has been the 
years 1675–1677, during which Sweden was at war with Brandenburg 
and Denmark.

Unlike in 1632, the money actually arrived in Sweden and was 
apparently to a large extent also spent in Sweden. Again unlike the 
situation in 1632, most recipients were active in Sweden, including 
both women – albeit a small number – and men. As in the accounts 
from 1632, much of the money was distributed among individuals, 
but with the difference that what they had delivered in return, or 
were supposed to deliver, is also described in much greater detail.42

Of the total of 4,400,000 daler silvermynt (ds), which was the same 
as 2,400,000 reichsthaler, around 5.4 per cent was used for diplomacy 
and 8.9 per cent for the court. Most of the money allocated for the 
court was used for purchasing goods in Paris for the king’s coronation, 
which took place on 28 September 1675. Other court expenses 
included liveries for courtiers and an unspecified sum used for the 
queen dowager.43 Adding minor costs for the civil administration 

40 Rystad, Karl XI, pp. 120–122, 128–135.
41 With regard to 1675, it is also possible to double-check the subsidy accounts 

with Rikshuvudboken (the general account of the state) for accuracy: 
Stockholm, RA, Kammarkollegiet, Generalbokhållaren: Rikshuvudböcker, 
vol. 129 (1675).

42 It is of course difficult to separate military and non-military purposes in 
a country so heavily militarized as Sweden was at the time. In this case, I 
have classified expenses for diplomacy and the royal court as non-military.

43 Spending subsidy money on the court was not unique for the period of 
1675–1677; it had also been done in the previous period, 1672–1674. See 
Stockholm, RA, Det odelade kansliet: Rådsprotokoll, vol. 59b (4 December 
1672).
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and the percentage given to Johan Adlercrona for managing the 
subsidies – about 0.5 per cent altogether – approximately 15 per 
cent of the subsidies over the three years 1675–1677 was used for 
purposes other than purely military ones.44

Of the military costs, the single highest entry went to the army 
in Pomerania (1,295,000 ds). This was followed by costs for debts 
(367,000), the navy (364 000), the regiments in Skåne (253,000), 
and troops in Bremen (189,000). Other entries with high figures, 
although lower than those mentioned, include garrisons, ammunition, 
powder, and recruitment. Other expenses were far lower than any 
of these.45

The treaty with France stated that Sweden was paid subsidies to 
keep troops in Germany. According to the list of expenditures, 
keeping an army in Pomerania amounted to about 29.5 per cent 
of all subsidies, whereas the cost of troops in Bremen amounted to 
4.2 per cent – altogether 33.7 per cent. As the headings for Pomerania 
and Bremen do not specify whether these figures covered all costs, 
such as supplies and transport, it is possible that one has to add a 
number of costs that may be found under other headings, such as 
buying supplies and recruiting soldiers. By excluding costs not 
intended for troops in Germany (costs for the navy, regiments in 
Skåne, and some of the debts that were obviously not connected 
to Germany), and treating all other expenses as costs pertaining to 
German troops, nearly 70 per cent of the subsidies were used for 
the purpose stated in the treaty. This is likely to be a generous calcula-
tion. The lowest figure, on the other hand, would be 33.7 per cent. 
In either case, a substantial part of the subsidies, at least 30 per 
cent, was used for purposes other than those stated in the treaty.

So far, we have looked only at what the money was used for; 
however, another issue is the question with whom the resources 
ended up. The group that received the largest sums for supplying 
the Swedish navy or army with goods included merchants, manu-
facturers, or members of the new nobility, who often also served 
as civil servants. Many of these were newcomers in Sweden or in 
Swedish service, much like the officers who were paid from the 
French subsidies in the early 1630s. Some were sons of immigrants 

44 Stockholm, RA, Kammarkollegiet, Kansliet och kontorsarkiv, Generalstats-
kontoret 1653–1680.

45 For example, payment for tin copper (186 ds) or 22 barrels of rye (176 
ds), both for the navy. See Stockholm, RA, Kammarkollegiet, Kansliet och 
kontorsarkiv, Generalstatskontoret 1653–1680.
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who had arrived in Sweden during the Thirty Years’ War. What the 
two generations had in common seems to be that their relocation 
to Sweden was an effect of Swedish involvement in European politics. 
Unlike the officers in the earlier period, though, people like Jakob 
Sneckensköld and Henrik Cronstierna (both of Livonian descent), 
Johan Adlercrona (of French descent), Abraham Boneauschöld (from 
France), Gerdt Störning (from Germany), Daniel Leijonankar (from 
Scotland), and the brothers Abraham and Jakob Reenstierna (from 
the Netherlands) lived in Sweden and had most of their business 
in Sweden. Altogether, this group of merchants, manufacturers, and 
lower civil servants were paid nearly 600,000 ds for clothes, fish, 
cheese, grain (rye), flour, cannons, tin, copper, ships, gunpowder, 
and other supplies. Others, like the newly ennobled Joel (Ekman) 
Gripenstierna, were reimbursed for having advanced money to the 
crown.

Moving away from the people who made a lot of money, there 
were also entries with smaller amounts, implying that there were 
others who may have benefited: a widow who had manufactured 
ensigns, the baker’s office for providing bread, various (anonymous) 
skippers for transporting soldiers, the painter Baltsar Friedrich, a 
group of poor petitioners, the book-keeper Johan Mattsson, and 
others. The 4,000 ds used for constructing a stable must have resulted 
in a need for supplies and somebody to build it; the 1,000 ds called 
‘tobacco money for the queen dowager’ means that somebody 
importing and selling tobacco might have profited.

Even though much of the subsidies was spent in Sweden, a 
substantial portion went back to France. The largest sum spent in 
France was spent on goods for the king’s coronation: 207,000 ds. 
But that was not all: the gift for the French diplomat de la Picquetière, 
worth 3,500 ds, was taken from the subsidy money. The Swedish 
ambassador to Paris and the Swedish diplomat Nils Eosander Lil-
lieroot, also in Paris, were both paid using the subsidy money, and 
it is fair to guess that a certain amount of that was spent in Paris.46

1727–1729: in the aftermath of the Great Northern War

Subsidies paid by France and Great Britain in 1727–1729 were a 
result of Sweden’s joining the Hanoverian alliance that France, Great 
Britain, and Prussia had entered in 1725. The treaty of Hanover 

46 This means that at least 6 per cent of the subsidies for 1675–1677 was 
spent in France. 
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was a response to the treaty of Vienna, which brought Spain, Austria, 
and Russia together. When Sweden became affiliated to the Hanover-
ian alliance in 1727, the secret articles stated that France and Britain 
would pay £50,000 sterling per annum in return for seven thousannd 
infantry soldiers and three thousand cavalry to be used if needed.47 
As with earlier treaties, there is no mention in detail how the Swedish 
government could allocate the money once it had reached Sweden. 
During the period 1727–1729, the subsidies from France and Britain 
made up 18–19 per cent of the annual state revenue.48

Expenses 1727–1729

The Great Northern War (1700–1721) had been extremely costly 
measured in both loss of lives and loss of land, and it put a financial 
strain on Sweden for a long time.49 After the death of Karl XII 
(1682–1718) in November 1718 and the short reign, 1719–1720, 
of his sister Queen Ulrika Eleonora (1688–1741), the Swedish throne 
passed to her husband Landgrave Friedrich of Hesse-Cassel 
(1676–1751), who consequently became King Fredrik I of Sweden. 
As a reaction against the absolute rule of Karl XII, the monarchy 
was stripped of much of its power, the Parliament instead ending 
up being the strongest political institution throughout what has 
been labelled Sweden’s ‘Age of Freedom’, beginning in the 1720s 
and ending only with the coup d’état in 1772, which once again 
gave the monarchy a stronger political position.

When joining the Hanoverian alliance in 1727, Sweden renewed 
its tradition of accepting financial support, this time from both 
France and Great Britain. With a few exceptions, Sweden had not 
received any French subsidies since the beginning of the 1680s.50 
Of the total of 3,690,000 ds Sweden received over the three years 
1727–1729, slightly more than 20 per cent was used for non-military 
purposes. A large part of this was used to cover already incurred 
costs for the coronation in 1720 (150,000). Some expenses covered 

47 Stockholm, RA, Originaltraktater med främmande makter. 14 mars 1727. 
Separata artiklar och sekret artikel till Litt. A.

48 Åmark, Sveriges statsfinanser, pp. 151, 585.
49 Sweden lost Bremen-Verden to Great Britain, parts of Pomerania to Prussia, 

and the Baltic provinces and part of Finland to Russia. The loss of the Baltic 
provinces in particular represented a tough blow for the Swedish economy.

50 In fact, the three-year subsidy treaty agreed between France and Sweden in 
1715 is the only exception. 
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historical agreements: Stanisław I Leszczyński of Poland, the deposed 
and exiled Swedish puppet king who ruled Poland in 1704–1709, 
was paid a yearly allowance taken out of the French subsidies. 
Another, though minor, part was used to pay off debts to Ottoman 
merchants to whom Sweden owed money for services rendered in 
the 1710s.51

Subsidies were also used to fill up the queen’s private purse 
(15,000 ds), but the largest single amount (400,000) was used for 
covering the king’s journeys back and forth to Hesse-Cassel. Besides 
these costs for the court, resources were also allocated for diplomacy 
such as the Swedish presence at the peace congress in Soissons, 
which amounted to 111,010, and gifts to foreign envoys in the 
amount of 43,000.

As in previous periods, by far the largest proportion of the subsidies 
was used for military purposes. Interestingly, though, of the 3,061,000 
ds spent on the military, 38 per cent was spent on building or 
repairing fortresses, building new houses for the navy, or building 
warehouses. Nearly a third of the total amount of subsidies was 
used for the navy.

With the treaty stating that Sweden would, in return for subsidies, 
keep seven thousand infantry and three thousand cavalry, the spending 
of the subsidies – even what was spent on the military – seems to 
point in another direction from what was intended. The use of 
subsidies in the 1720s to a great extent mirrors the situation at the 
time. There was a lack of resources, which meant that some had 
to be allocated to pay for historical expenses such as the coronation 
and debts to Ottoman merchants. There was peace, and Sweden 
had allied itself with the enemies of its powerful neighbour Russia, 
which explains the investment in building for the future.

Unlike in 1632 and 1675, only a few names are named on the 
expense list for 1727–1729. These include a member of the Grill 
family, the wealthiest merchant family in Stockholm at the time, 
and the merchant Hans Lenman (1683–1739). Lenman, who had 
made a fortune from trading in salt and grain, was in charge of 
delivering English money to the Swedish crown in the early 1720s.52 
By the 1720s, Hans Lenman was active in all kinds of manufacturing 
and trading. He supplied the navy with hemp and canvas for sails, 

51 Stockholm, RA, Statskontorets arkiv: Kammarkontoret G2, Q:5, Angående 
1727, 1728 och 1729 Åhrs Franska och Engelska Subsidier.

52 Stockholm, RA, Betänkanden och memorial, utrikes ärenden, 27. Undated. 
(9 October 1719, 10 October 1719, 9 March 1721).

Svante Norrhem - 9789198469844
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 03:12:30AM

via free access



110 Subsidies, diplomacy, and state formation

while also being contracted to build warships for the state. The 
latter circumstance is the reason why he was paid 50,000 ds in 
1727.53

Swedish dependency

There is a difference between what the subsidy treaties stated and 
what the Swedish government actually used the subsidies for. This 
is more obvious in the 1670s and 1720s than in 1632, as not only 
were 15–20 per cent of the subsidies used for non-military purposes 
in these two later periods but a substantial share of the remainder 
was used for military purposes not mentioned in the treaties. Could 
this simply be a matter of book-keeping? That is unlikely. It is 
quite clear that the Swedish state, especially in the periods where 
the discrepancy is at its largest, treated subsidies as separate from 
other state income and expenditure. Still, it is quite puzzling that 
in spite of the claims of Swedish politicians that the country was 
dependent on subsidies, and despite Sweden’s image – both in France 
and elsewhere – as a country that frequently and eagerly accepted 
subsidies, it seems that, once Sweden had received the money, it 
could manage these funds more or less any way it deemed fit. In 
that sense, Sweden’s independence was seemingly respected or at 
least accepted by the payer.

There were attempts from the French side to monitor the Swedish 
use of subsidies, but by all accounts these attempts were fended off 
by the Swedes. In 1726, when Swedish councillors debated whether 
Sweden should accept subsidies from France, some raised the point 
that, in the 1670s, France had requested that how the subsidies 
were used would be controlled by France.54 Nothing came of that 
request; but, in a council debate in 1680, information was given 
that Jean-Baptiste Colbert, in charge of French finances, had allegedly 
said that new subsidies would be paid to Sweden only if France 
could keep an envoy in Sweden who would monitor the use of the 
money.55 Earlier, in 1662, when the French had refused to ratify 
the Fontainebleau treaty, the French ambassador Hugues Terlon 

53 Hans Lenman, urn:sbl:11223, Svenskt biografiskt lexikon (article by Rune 
Kiellander), accessed 19 July 2017.

54 Stockholm, RA, Utrikesexpeditionen, riksrådsprotokoll i utrikesärenden 
1724–27 (15 February 1726).

55 Stockholm, RA, Det odelade kansliet: Rådsprotokoll, vol. 72 (26 February 
1680).
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was instructed that – if necessary – he should tell the Swedish govern-
ment that they were to blame for the breakdown of the treaty owing 
to the misuse of subsidies. From the context, it appears that the 
French only wanted to use this as an excuse rather than as a serious 
accusation. The real reason for the refusal to ratify the treaty was 
changing conditions in Poland, which meant that France had less 
of a need for Sweden.56

Even though France unsurprisingly had an interest in keeping an 
eye on the use of subsidies given to Sweden, it seems that there 
were reasons why they could not force Sweden to accept being 
monitored. The Swedish attitude towards who had the last say in 
the use of subsidies is perhaps revealed by the councillor Sten Bielke 
in February 1672, when he simply stated in the council that Sweden 
might not have to keep the promised number of troops in Bremen, 
since it would be impossible for France to check.57 Another example 
is when the Swedish council in early 1680 was debating whether 
it could demand subsidies that had not been paid by France even 
though Sweden had failed to live up to the conditions in the subsidy 
treaty from 1672, as Sweden had not kept the promised number 
of troops in Bremen. One reason, some of the councillors argued, 
for Sweden to demand subsidies in spite of the breach of the agree-
ment was that Bremen had suffered badly because of French warfare.58 
It was decided that France should be approached with caution to 
see if it might be possible to obtain the subsidies. The use of subsidies 
for non-military purposes, or purposes that were not mentioned in 
the treaties, was rarely openly debated within the Swedish council. 
It is remarkable that when Sweden had broken the agreement from 
1672 by not providing the number of troops agreed upon – and 
obviously spent the money on things other than that which was 
intended in the treaties – that was not in itself an issue in the council 
discussion.

There may have been a change in French policy from the 1730s 
onwards. In 1734, the Swedish ambassador to Paris, Niclas Peter 
von Gedda, reported that Cardinal Fleury wanted the subsidy treaty 
that was being negotiated to be very precise in specifying the uses 
for which the Swedes would be allowed to use subsidies. This was 

56 Birger Fahlborg, Sveriges yttre politik 1660–1664 (Stockholm: P.A. Norstedt 
& Söner, 1932), pp. 278–279.

57 Stockholm, RA, Det odelade kansliet: Rådsprotokoll, vol. 59a (21 February 
1672).

58 Stockholm, RA, Det odelade kansliet: Rådsprotokoll, vol. 33c.
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strongly rejected by his Swedish counterpart, president of the 
chancellery Arvid Horn. Horn’s stern remark was that it was none 
of France’s business.59 Horn had spoken to the French ambassador 
in Stockholm and promised him that the subsidies would be used 
only for what had been agreed upon, and he felt that his word 
ought to be enough. Similar expressions of the French government 
becoming more interested in the Swedish use of subsidies can be 
found in a report from the French ambassador to Stockholm in 
1746, where he suggests a more restrictive policy under which France 
would pay more attention to what it paid for. A stricter monitoring 
of the use of subsidies is also mentioned as part of the instructions 
for the new ambassador to Stockholm in 1774.60

For the periods 1675–1677 and 1727–1729, the Swedish govern-
ment was able to reallocate subsidy funds and use them for invest-
ments beyond what had been agreed upon. Whether this was due 
to an overpayment of subsidies – intended or unintended – is not 
possible to say without carrying out a much more in-depth study. 
The French government’s indulgence towards Swedish spending may 
partly be explained by its interest in building the Swedish state, an 
interest articulated in internal diplomatic correspondence. France 
sought a northern ally that could play a role in Germany and, in 
the eighteenth century, also act as a buffer against Russia. As long 
as Sweden built its military strength by modernizing its navy and 
fortresses, especially in Finland, that would be in the interest of 
France.61 This is also how the Swedish Council of the Realm saw 
it.62 Another aspect that helps explain France’s attitude was the 
Swedish sensitivity – well-known in France – about appearing as 
lacking in dignity. Swedish governments were keen to protect the 

59 Stockholm, RA, Utrikesexpeditionen, riksrådsprotokoll i utrikes ärenden 
1733–1735 (21 April 1735).

60 La Courneuve, AD, Memoires et documents Sùede 22 (Sur l’etat ou se 
trouve la Suède a l’ouverture de Diette, report from ambassador Lanmary, 
November 1746); and MD Suède 25 (Instructions for ambassador d’Usson, 
3 September 1774).

61 The wish to build Sweden is, for instance, reflected in a memorial by ambas-
sador Pomponne (1668) and the instructions for ambassadors Lanmary 
(1741) and d’Usson (1774). The latter two refer back to how building the 
weak Swedish nation had been crucial for France. See La Courneuve, AD, 
MD Suède 4, 9, 25.

62 Stockholm, RA, Det odelade kansliet. Rådsprotokoll, vol. 59a (5 March 
1672); Utrikesexpeditionen. Riksrådsprotokoll i utrikesärenden 1733–35 
(14 January 1734).
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crown’s independence, which forced France to tread carefully if it 
wanted to keep this ally.63

Resources in motion

In basic terms, the subsidy system transferred resources from Catholic 
French tax-payers to soldiers in the Swedish armies, in order for 
the latter to kill and die for the Protestant cause on battlefields in 
northern Europe. The price for the system was mostly paid by 
peasants at both ends. Along the way from the French tax-paying 
farmer to the soldier in Swedish service on the battlefield, however, 
there were people who profited from the system.

As a result of the subsidy system, resources moved from wealthier 
states to Sweden. Like smaller German states that accepted subsidies 
as a way of acquiring allies and becoming part of European politics, 
Sweden too was brought into European big politics through – first 
and foremost – French subsidies. This, in turn, contributed to a 
movement not only of material resources but also of knowledge 
and expertise through the geographical and social movement of 
people. In the first line of people who stood to benefit from the 
system were the officers and merchants who not only received a 
share of the subsidies directly but also benefited socially and finan-
cially from the wars that the subsidy system paved the way for. The 
increasing demand for officers in the seventeenth century could not, 
as before, be met by the Swedish nobility, thus opening up for 
recruitment among non-nobles who had the opportunity to rise 
socially. A considerable number of the officers were recruited from 
abroad; and, while Sweden took subsidies during the Thirty Years’ 
War, the Swedish armies became a training institution for officers 
and soldiers from around Europe, not least since the armies under 
the command of Gustav II Adolf provided a modern way of strategic 
warfare, which had been developed from Dutch models and later 
became a model for other armies.64 Of the many officers from 
Scotland or Germany who fought in the Swedish armies during the 
wars in the seventeenth century, some stayed in Sweden and enjoyed 
remarkable careers. They became part of Swedish society, were 

63 For example, La Courneuve, AD, MD Suède 4 (Histoire des Traités entre 
la France et la Suède depuis 1569 jusqu’en 1680, 10 October 1716); MD 
Suède 22 (Instructions for ambassador Lanmary, 3 October 1741).

64 Sverker Olofsson, Gustav II Adolf (Stockholm: Atlantis, 2007), pp. 174–175, 
240, 317–318. For instance, Olofsson mentions Bernhard of Saxe-Weimar.
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ennobled and gained distinction not only as officers but also in 
politics.65 Among the many newly ennobled people were also 
merchants who were first- or second-generation immigrants and 
who can be found on account lists: Jean de Flon (ennobled Adler-
crona), Daniel Young (ennobled Leijonanker), Esaias Pufendorfer 
(ennobled von Pufendorf), Abraham and Jacob Momma (both 
ennobled Reenstierna), Jakob Snäck (ennobled Sneckensköld), 
Abraham Boneau (ennobled Boneauschöld). There were also a large 
number of Swedish merchants who gained socially and financially 
from resources coming in.66

The number of new nobles rose sharply, and more so than in 
other European countries, as a result of the wars in the seventeenth 
century. The expansion of the civil administration, which was a 
result of the Swedish state activities, also contributed to the social 
climbing and ennoblement of educated men who were sons of 
burghers or clergymen. In the year 1700, the number of adult men 
within nobility had increased fivefold since 1600, and in 1750 the 
number had risen to about three thousand.67 Being part of the wars 
made it necessary for Sweden to build an efficient state administration. 
Even though a very small share of the subsidies was used directly 
for administrative purposes, the development of new administrative 
units dealing with conquered provinces, handling resource revenues, 
or the increasing need for keeping in contact with foreign powers, 
was an effect of Swedish war policy fuelled by subsidies. As an 
indirect effect of the subsidy system, the many administrators who 
filled the Swedish bureaucracy were beneficiaries of a system offering 
career opportunities on a scale not seen before for men originating 
from a social layer below the nobility.

65 For example, Germans like Ascheberg, Königsmarck, or Wittenberg, or 
Scots like Lichton, Sinclair, Hamilton, or Douglas. Between 1633 and 1654, 
twenty-six Scottish-born individuals were ennobled, mostly officers. See 
Alexia Grosjean, An Unofficial Alliance: Scotland and Sweden 1569–1654 
(Leiden: Brill, 2003), pp. 148–149.

66 For example, Vilhelm Böös (ennobled Drakenhielm), Peter Grönberg 
(ennobled Grönberg), Johan Barckman (baron Leijonberg), Nils Eosander 
(baron Lillieroot) and Joel Ekman (ennobled Gripenstierna).

67 Ingvar Elmroth, För kung och fosterland: Studier i den svenska adelns 
demografi och offentliga funktioner 1600–1900 (Lund: Bibliotheca Historica 
Lundensis, 1981), pp. 40–43; Björn Asker, Hur riket styrdes: Förvaltning, 
politik och arkiv 1520–1920 (Stockholm: Skrifter utgivna av Riksarkivet, 
2007), pp. 89–92; David Gaunt, Utbildning till statens tjänst: En kollek-
tivbiografi av stormaktstidens hovrättsauskultanter (Uppsala: Almqvist och 
Wiksell, 1975), pp. 39–40, 107.
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These are all examples of social and sometimes geographical 
circulation and some of it also included the movement of knowledge 
and expertise. In peacetime, too, warfare and the alliances led to 
an increasing interaction with other states and, not least, to an 
increase in the need for experts not only in how to fight, supply 
armies, or administer a war but also in how to handle the transfer 
of large amounts of money. Thus, people like Jean Hoeufft in the 
first half of the seventeenth century, Jean de Flon (Adlercrona) in 
the second half and Hans Lenman in the first half of the eighteenth 
century, all with commercial networks in Europe and beyond, became 
invaluable for the Swedish state as experts on moving money. 
Throughout the seventeenth century, experts on trade and manufactur-
ing were drawn to the promising opportunities offered by the growing 
Swedish economy.

Some of the long-term effects that came as a result of warfare 
were unlikely to have been planned, such as social levelling, while 
other actions were intended to be long-term investments. From the 
1670s onward and especially in the 1720s, subsidies were used for 
long-term investments in building and repairing fortresses. In the 
1670s, resources were used for building projects in Livonia, Wismar, 
Bremen, and Sweden, and in the 1720s for Finland, Pomerania, 
and Sweden.68 In a council discussion in March 1672, before signing 
the 1672 treaty with France, Chancellor Magnus Gabriel De la 
Gardie rhetorically asked where Sweden would find the money for 
restoring fortresses, especially in Wismar, if there were no subsidies.69 
In both the 1670s and the 1720s, it would have been in the interest 
not only of the Swedish state but also of France that fortifications 
were up-to-date, so that Sweden would be strong enough to act as 
a buffer against the enemies of France.

The building projects provided work for master builders, craftsmen, 
and manual labourers, some of whom benefited from subsidies, 
although not all of them did. How such investments could have much 
further effects than what was possible to foresee is shown by the 
example of Sveaborg, one of the world’s largest sea fortresses, which 
was built off the south-western coast of Finland in the mid-eighteenth 
century with the help of French subsidies. Sofia Gustafsson has 
shown how fortress-building spread knowledge of new technology 
and led to investments in infrastructure. The many soldiers involved 
in building had to be educated in the relevant crafts by experts 

68 Stockholm, RA, Kammarkollegiet, Kansliet och kontorsarkiv F3/1.
69 Stockholm, RA, Det odelade kansliet: rådsprotokoll, vol. 59a (5 March 

1672).
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brought in from other parts of Sweden. Shipbuilders from the north 
of Finland moved south and gave rise to a shipbuilding industry 
near Helsinki, and, when there was no longer a need for soldiers 
who had learned how to lay bricks, they moved on and became 
part of a boom in house-building in Finland.70 One may assume 
that similar effects were achieved when other fortresses were built 
with the support of subsidies: there was a need for supplies such as 
timber, nails, rope, glass, tar, stone, brick, cannons, and whatever 
else might be needed when new buildings for military purposes 
were erected.

Conclusion

For long periods during both the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, 
Sweden was dependent on foreign subsidies: in 1631–1680, it needed 
financial support to uphold its armies in occupied territories in 
northern Europe; and from the 1720s onwards, it needed subsidies 
to secure its own territory as well. In the 1630s, subsidies were 
used to enable Sweden to enter the war in Germany as France’s 
ally, thus being a part of European politics. In the 1670s, subsidies 
were used to preserve Sweden’s and France’s position in Germany, 
while in the 1720s, in the aftermath of the catastrophic Great 
Northern War, most subsidies were employed in order to secure 
Sweden’s own territory and the small remaining parts of Germany 
it still held, at the same time as Swedes maintained some hope that 
Sweden would once again be able to reconquer lost provinces.

Receiving subsidies over a long period of time put Sweden in 
a position that might be interpreted as subordinate to France. It 
seems as if one way for both parties to handle this sensitive situation 
without losing prestige was to ensure that, once the subsidies had 
been paid, it was up to the Swedish state to use them properly. 
Most often, but not always, Sweden complied with the agreements 
it had made, after which it allocated the surplus as it pleased. It 
was only in the second half of the eighteenth century that France 
finally decided that paying Sweden cost too much and that the 
gain from doing so was too small. Until then, France sometimes  

70 Sofia Gustafsson, Leverantörer och profitörer, pp. 56–57, 118, 146–150, 
221–225; Sofia Gustafsson, ‘Rörlig kunskap och flyttbara färdigheter: skolad 
arbetskraft vid fästningsbygget Sveaborg på 1750-talet’, Sjuttonhundratal: 
Nordic Yearbook for Eighteenth-century Studies 2016, 31–53 (pp. 35–38, 
42–45).
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complained about the Swedish use of subsidies, and there was the 
occasional delay in paying with the justification that Sweden had 
to keep its part of the deal. The French wish to keep Sweden as an 
agent in Germany and as a buffer against Russia was enough to 
keep paying and not risk losing a long-time ally because of notions 
of prestige.

Besides moving financial resources, subsidies contributed to moving 
people geographically as well as socially. On an individual and 
collective level, there were a number of people who were directly on 
the receiving end of subsidies: army and naval officers, politicians, 
entrepreneurs managing the subsidies, diplomats, merchants, and 
manufacturers. They all had a potential interest in Sweden becoming 
or continuing to be a recipient of subsidies. For them subsidies 
offered opportunities for career and social climbing, as well as 
financial profit. Indirectly, there were many others who, without 
even knowing it, profited from the resources that flowed in with 
the subsidies.

Subsidies alone did not build the Swedish state, but it is safe to 
say that they exerted a considerable influence on the Swedish state 
and society. They were part of a wider resource mobilization which 
included various kinds of financing. Loans, taxation, customs, 
voluntary and forced contributions, looting, export, and trade could 
all, just like subsidies, lubricate the machinery of war in different 
ways. With subsidies periodically amounting to from 5 to over 20 
per cent of state revenue, in a country with very limited resources 
otherwise, they enabled investments in fortresses and ships as well 
as in supplies for the army and the navy, the hiring of soldiers, and 
the administering of the planning and realization of warfare on a 
scale that would otherwise have been impossible. Subsidies were 
important for the Swedish economy during long periods. What sets 
subsidies apart from many of the other ways of gathering resources 
is that they brought together two or more states as allies which, at 
least officially, worked together towards a common goal as well as 
forcing the creation of a counterpart. France as the main supplier 
of subsidies thus promoted Swedish state formation during the 
seventeenth century and helped maintain the Swedish state during 
parts of the first half of the eighteenth century. It is also clear that 
despite the asymmetric relationship between giver and recipient, 
both parties were in fact dependent on the system to work.
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