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Jan Hoeufft and the Thirty Years War:
An essay on diplomatic history’s limits
Erik Thomson, University of Manitoba
The word “essay” in the title should suggest that I am here engaging in a
speculative piece of work, with much future research to be done, if it seems worthwhile, both
about the specific people involved and the broader arguments. As many historians have
observed, historians of Europe for a little more than the past decade have been engaged in a
renaissance of diplomatic history, producing new work both in a traditional cast and a selfconsciously “new diplomatic history” that aims to introduce new theories and methodologies
and an interdisciplinary approach to the subject. 1 In many ways, this history must seem less
than new for Swedish historians, for some of them have anticipated some of the recent
questions posed as novelties by researchers elsewhere. These include Arne Losman’s studies of
Carl Gustav Wrangel’s European networks, the careful work done on international war finance,
Bertil Rimbourg’s study of Magnus Durell’s procuring information and, more recently, Steve
Murdoch’s accounts of Scottish-centred networks, and Heiko Droste’s study of agents in
Swedish employment that emphasizes and explores their personal relations, interests, attributes,
and agency. 2 (As Daniel Riches points out in a recent book, Swedish historiography has
perhaps taken religious motivations too lightly, but that may be a more general problem.) 3
Readers of such historiography would be familiar with many of the points of the new
diplomatic history thus far. Rather than an idealized state being constructed with agents who
articulate and enact state policy, a more complicated and interesting picture emerges with
1
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informal networks able to accomplish as much as formal institutions. In line with recent
scholarship that has emphasized the importance of such factors such as patronage and elite
accommodation, historians of early modern diplomacy ignore diplomats’ personal ideas,
interests and interactions at their peril, for such personal factors limited, shaped and created
many of the opportunities for the formulation and execution of policy.
Despite the richness of both international and national historiographies on early
modern diplomatic culture, however, there are serious tensions amongst the different
approaches. Many historians remain interested upon the formation of high policy, and its
realization, above all, in grand treaty negotiations. Other historians emphasize the development
of “modern” diplomatic institutions. Such historians can fit within an older, nationalistic view
of the development of state institutions, as Madeleine Haehl, for instance, in a 2006 study of
the institutions of foreign affirs, portrays Cardinal Richelieu as creating a diplomatic service
that would “know how to respond to the exigencies of a politics that would make the king of
France the arbiter of Europe.” 4 Still others see the development of permanent institutions of
diplomacy that eventually enabled the grounding of a “state system”. For example, Heinz
Schilling argues that the period saw a monopolization of foreign policy that included the
“institutional construction and professionalization of modern diplomacy.” 5
I do not want, however, to give the impression that there is a choice between
formal bureaucratic operations and flexible and personal relations. As David Parrott points out
in his excellent new book on military entrepreneurs The business of war, there is “no necessary
incompatibility between the growth of the power of the state and the development of a
substantial sphere of private military activity.” 6 In this paper, I will argue that there is no
necessary incompatibility between the growth of informal networks and the means of
negotiation and the elaboration of a more formal diplomatic system, but that the ties between
finance, military enterprise and diplomacy need to be examined more systematically. 7 I will
examine the career of an emissary who played a central role in the diplomacy of the Thirty
Years War, the reaction to him by more formal diplomatic representatives, and what he reveals
about the capabilities and limitations of the formal ambassadorial system during the period. I
will concentrate upon the too obscure figure of the arms dealer, banker and French and Dutch
representative Jan Hoeufft. In many ways, Hoeufft served as the centre point of the financial
networks which linked France and its Protestant allies and military agents. Because of his
networks—both familial and carefully constituted—and his credit, he was trusted even in
political missions, where the officially accredited ambassadors were not. Formal ambassadors
4
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complained about Heoufft and other interlopers from mercantile circles in roles they believed
were reserved to them, using their resistance as occasions to try to reiterate the vision of the
ambassador as a quintessentially aristocratic trade, in a moment when central control was in
practice reducing their roles. Yet such mercantile emissaries not only revealed the difficulty it
required to combined all the functions of an ambassador—representation, negotiation,
information gathering, and financial and mercantile organization—but also helped emphasize a
new vision of political prudence and the capacity to act as central to ambassadorial quality.
Introducing Jean Hoeufft, Banker
Subsidy payments were a crucial element in French foreign relations throughout the
early modern period, although they have not been the object of systematic study. These
payments played a prominent part in maintaining France’s anti-Spanish and anti-Imperial
alliances during Louis XIII’s reign, and particularly those with Protestant powers, despite the
opposition of Catholic dévots who believed such support for heretics incompatible with the
king’s piety. Richelieu, in his Testament politique praised Louis actions in “taking up the purse
and not the sword” before the 1635 outbreak of open war, when the King of France would
brandish his sword in one hand while keeping his purse in the other. 8 The subsidy payments
involved transactions that by their very nature were complex, as financial intermediaries were
obliged by treaty to provide large sums of money in a specified currency, at a given date and
location, when war was straining the credit of many mercantile families across Europe. 9 During
the sixteenth and early seventeenth century, emissaries often took on the payment of subsidies
along the side of their other tasks, sometimes in conjunction with bankers and merchants. 10 As
early as 1626, Richelieu recognized the peculiar demands of subsidy payments when he noted
that any anti-Spanish alliance would require that “those who enter into it would each provide a
solvent banker who would respond and oblige themselves.” 11
While of course there were large numbers of French merchants who carried on foreign
trade, payments of subsidies was not a job that just any merchant could undertake. It required
access to large pools of capital and credit, connections to both mercantile and ruling circles in
both countries, and commercial as well as political savvy. As Françoise Bayard has documented,
the number of merchants of foreign origin engaged in France’s royal finance was relatively small
after the wars of religion. 12 Jean Hoeufft came from a family that was originally from
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Roermond, a little town between Aachen and Eindhoven. 13 Having converted to the Reformed
faith, his parents had fled from that town to Liège, where he was born in 1578. While his
parents moved on to Heinsberg, his siblings fled to other places. The daughters in the family
established themselves in Cologne, for the most part, and his older brother Christophe in
Utrecht. Most importantly, his oldest brother Diderick passed through London before settling
in Dordrecht, where he engaged in a wide variety of ventures including draining polders, naval
equipment and copper smelting. Diderick married Anne Luis, and they had a family who
successfully established themselves in Dutch elite circles. Jean Hoeufft [Jr.] became Lord of
Fontaine le Comte and dean of Utrecht Cathedral, and married Elisabeth Coijmans, daughter
of the richissime Amsterdam merchant Balthasar Coijmans, whose first son married Elias Trip’s
daughter Maria. Another son, Diderick, married Marie du Witt in 1641—sister of the Grand
Pensioner of Holland. Finally, Mattieu became mayor of Dordrecht, marrying Marie Swerts de
Landas. 14
Little is known of his early life. He seems never to have married; one presumes that he,
like his parents, belonged to the Reformed faith. In Liège, he most likely became familiar with
people who would play a major role in the arms and metals trade, including Louis de Geer and
the Trip brothers. 15 In June, 1601, he was naturalized as a French subject, resident in Rouen,
along with two other people from Antwerp and Flanders, where he engaged in the transit trade
with goods in the Netherlands and the Iberian peninsula. 16 He may have become involved in
loans to sovereigns, for the Dutch merchant Abraham Cabeliau wrote Swedish King Carl IX,
denying that he had told Hoeufft that the Swedish king had no money. 17 His brother Diderick’s
affairs began to take off in the late 1610s, when he was clearly engaged with the Admiralty of
Rotterdam and applied for a patent for a copper mill that he had invented. 18 By 1621, he was
named as Louis XIII’s “Camerheer” in the Resolutions of the States General, procuring
material for galleys for the Duke of Geer to use against pirates off Marseilles with the help of
the French ambassador Du Maurier. 19 This was large purchase involving 120,000 ponds of lead,
coal, tar, one hundred muskets, and eventually, twelve large cannon and several smaller ones. 20
Perhaps because of this naval work, and perhaps because of his contacts with the Parisian iron
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merchant Pierre Lignage—who served as the treasurer for Charles de Gonzaga, the Duke de
Nevers, he was able to serve as a procurer for his brother Diderick, to construct and arm the
fleet that the Duke assembled for a Crusade (but which was seized by the Duke of Soubise and
ended up being a Protestant fleet at La Rochelle.) 21 During the 1620s, his business seems to
have expanded rapidly. In 1624, he provided the caution for 100,000 livres of a total of
275,000 for Henry Prevost, one of the commissioners of the artillery of France, for the purchase
of fifty cannon. 22 In the same year, he exported 600,000 pond of saltpetre from Lorraine to the
Netherlands, which began a fairly regular trade run by Pieter and his brother Diderick. 23 Louis
XIII asked permission for him to export 100,000 pond of lead and 120,000 pond of powder the
following March. 24 His success in doing business for the French king attracted the notice of
other major arms dealers. When writing his partner Pieter Trip to tell him to stop extending
credit to the French in 1627, Louis de Geer commented that “I know that French court all too
well. Hoeufft hasn’t gotten much from there. He would have made a lot, if the profits counted
as they stand in the book, and not in the cassa.” 25 Although de Geer was doubtless right that
Louis XIII did not pay all his debts to Hoeufft, Hoeufft nevertheless was able in 1628 to acquire
an office of “esleuz dans le resort de la chamber des comptes et cour des aydes de Paris”,
allowing him to recover his debts in offices that permitted him to collect taxes. 26
Intermediary with Sweden
While on the one hand Hoeufft had begun to be an important creditor and furnisher of
arms to the French crown, both mercantile and political concerns began to deepen his
connections with Protestant mercantile and political elites. His family began to involve him
more closely with affairs and financing of other Protestant powers. Diderick Hoeufft, together
with Gerhart Thijns [Gerdt Thiens], (most likely unhappily) loaned the archduke of HesseKassel fifty thousand guilden in 1626. 27 Thiens was the brother in law of the Bewindhebber of
the Dutch West India Company and great merchant Samuel Blommaert, who also shared kin
relations to Hoeufft through the Coijmans. 28 In September, he visited the French
extraordinary ambassador Hercule de Charnacé in Amsterdam, in close conjunction with the
21
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Swedish merchant and treasury official Erik Larsson, who attempted to give Charnacé a richly
bejewelled portrait of Gustavus Adolphus. 29
Larsson, of course, would be present when king Gustavus Adolphus and Charnacé
signed the treaty at Bärwalde in January 1631 which promised French financial support for
Swedish involvement in the German wars, and the king ennobled him and sent him back to the
Netherlands with an instruction to act as factor over the war monies, as well as a factor
managing the grain trade. 30 Another Swedish agent in Amsterdam at the time, Melchior
Falckenberg, reported in early 1631 that “neither I or Erik Larsson could get any money on bills
of exchange without the assistance of his factor Samuel Blommaert, who has been the caution
for all the letters of exchange I have drawn on Hamburg and Danzig until this point.” 31
Larsson, though, handled the subsidy monies largely himself; he travelled himself to Paris to
accept the first payment, and sent his son Lorens to handle such payments in the future. 32 Yet
Gustavus Adolphus grew suspicious that Erik Larsson was in collusion with Dutch merchants
and profiting from royal money, ordered him to come to his camp to explain himself, and
replaced him with new factors who were not as well connected in Amsterdam, and were given
the impossible task of simultaneously auditing Larsson’s activities, separating the crown’s
obligations from merchants who the king distrusted—above all, the Trips—and maintaining the
crown’s credit. 33 Even before Gustavus Adolphus’s death at Lützen these disputes caused
Swedish credit to plummet, to the point that Louis de Geer held up subsidy money trying to
recoup debts with the crown. 34
Richelieu’s strategy of waging war using the purse faced multiple pressures following the
battle of Lützen, and it was in this moment that Hoeufft came to occupy a central place in the
structure of the French alliances. First and foremost, Swedish Chancellor Axel Oxenstierna
had to find a way to settle the finances of the German war. As Roland Nordlund has noted,
the immediate priority was to organize a system of contributions in Germany, in conjunction
with the League of Heilbrönn, and donations to German military entrepreneurs so that the war
would largely pay for itself. This caused tensions above all with Duke Bernhard of Saxen
Weimar, who could not immediately see why the Swedes should continue to command his
armies without paying substantially. 35 Other German allies came to the same conclusion, a
trend that accelerated when Bernhard’s and Horn’s armies were defeated by Spanish, Bavarian
and Imperial forces at the Battle of Nördlingen in September 1634; Swedish allies such as
29
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Wilhelm V of Hessen-Kassel, not to mention Württemberg and the Palatine, looked to accept
subsidies directly from the French, undercutting Swedish claims to lead and threatening the
prospect of any recompense or reward for involvement in the German war. 36
It is in this context that Hoeufft begins his surviving correspondence with Axel
Oxenstierna directly. 37 The correspondence reveals him already in close connection with
Cardinal Richelieu and his financial officials, working to obtain good assignations for the
Swedish subsidy payments. 38 Hoeufft reported to Oxenstierna about his efforts to gain
payment for the last term of the 1632 subsidies, which (notoriously) would not be paid until
1636. 39 On 28th May, 1633, Oxenstierna gave Hoeufft the formal charge to collect the French
subsidies to the Swedish army, and provided a commission to present to Louis XIII. 40
Looking for additional revenues, Oxenstierna turned to copper and to better control of
the French subsidy payments. After Gustavus Adolphus’s death, Oxenstierna had initially
attempted to set the sale of copper free, and break the immediate link between the copper
market, the Swedish crown’s credit, and war finance. 41 The copper trade had gone through a
dizzying number of permutations in the winter and spring of 1634, as Louis de Geer and Erik
Larsson had attempted to corner the market, only to have their feet cut out by the Elias Trip,
who seized their stocks of copper as security against their debts with the Swedish crown. After
deciding against a lawsuit, Larsson agreed on behalf of the Swedish crown to a new company,
organized by the Trips, that would exercise a monopoly over all Swedish copper exports for the
next four years. The Trips invested the most with Elias Trip alone pledging 675,000 guilden.
De Geer contributed 500,000, Larsson 125,000. A Jacob Kriwes from Lübeck contributed
300,000 and Daniel Godin another 150,000. The Dutch merchant and close collaborator of
Charnacé Guillaume Bartolotti contributed 250,000. Jan Hoeufft contributed 75,000, and his
nephew Mattieu Hoeufft another 25,000. 42 On advice from the Dutch tapestry merchant,
organizer of the Livonian war-tolls, and general fiscal and economic factotum Pieter Spieringk,
36
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40
Axel Oxenstierna to Hoeufft (28 May 1633) and Louis XIII (same date), in AOSB, I, 8, #326-327, 731-733.
41
See, for example, Axel Oxenstierna to Kungl. Maj:t (10 May 1635), AOSB, I, 11 (2), #402, 687, and (15 August
1634), I, 12, #164, 282-284.
42
See “Bolagsordning för Elias Trips kopparkompani,” 13 June 1634, in Louis de Geers Brev, #214, 317-320, and
Dahlgren, Louis de Geer, 217-228, and P.W. Klein, 379 ff, particularly 380, with a complete list of the participants.
37

8

Oxenstierna feared that this contract would “make us Trip’s slaves,” and more generally advised
the Royal Council that they should not ratify the contract, because if it were, we “all together
would be the slaves of the merchants of Amsterdam and the Crown always subject to them and
their arrests.” 43 Faced with the Crown’s refusal to ratify the contract, as well as squabbling
among participants, the company came to naught, though Mattieu Hoeufft remained involved
in Swedish copper, becoming a part owner of Nacka’s brass foundry. 44
With copper being an unsure foundation, Oxenstierna turned to assuring proper
control over the French subsidy money. In early 1635, Peter Spieringk travelled to France,
where he met with a range of officials to insure the prompt and reliable payment and
transmission of French subsidies. 45 (Indeed, one of the first tasks that Hugo Grotius carried
out as Sweden’s ambassador was to solicit Claude Bouthillier, the Superintendent of Finances,
to help spring Spieringk from jail in Calais, where he had been incarcerated while trying to
leave for Holland; Grotius noted that Spieringk, “knowing he had enemies, which those who
administer finances never lack, had found it advisable to travel incognito through Germany and
while crossing France.”) 46 Apart from the discussions Spieringk and Hoeufft had, Spieringk
also left his book-keeper Peter Heltscher in Paris, where visited Hoeufft to arrange the methods
of payment. 47 Hoeufft would transmit the payment to Mattieu Hoeufft in Amsterdam, who
would arrange for further exchanges to Jacob Verpoorten Adriansson in Hamburg. In
addition, Hoeufft was related to a family of Hamburg bankers, the von Spreckelsen, with whom
he had long done business. These ties would be very valuable, for it provided a kinship relation
between Hoeufft and the Swedish resident and manager of the war-treasury Johan Adler
Salvius, and on occasion the subsidies would be deposited in Spreckelsen’s account in the
Amsterdam Wisselbanck. 48 However, payments from subsidy money could be paid either in
Amsterdam, where letters were often drawn upon Mattieu Heufft, or on Verporten in
Hamburg. 49
These relations with Hoeufft proved more durable than the more formal representation
by ambassadors. When, in 1635, Grotius was named Swedish ambassador, Hoeufft retained
charge of the money, independent of Grotius’s oversight. Grotius complained that Hoeufft was
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“interested only in personal profit” to no avail. 50 Despite this, Grotius seemed to have
regarded Hoeufft as a friend, and when Carl Gustav visited Paris in 1639, Hoeufft attended the
party at his house, along with another banker Joachim de Wicquefort. 51 When Grotius lost the
trust of both the French and his Swedish employers, Hoeufft maintained the quotidian
demands of the alliance. 52 Managing the fiscal side of foreign affairs was, in itself, likely highly
profitable, for he could set an exchange rate well above the market rate and not be challenged;
he preferred to be paid in cash up front for subsidy payments, but on one occasion when he
loaned money, he was paid very nearly half of the total subsidy to Swedes in exchange charges
and interest. 53 Heoufft was likely to make payments on assignments in Paris; he certainly
allowed Johan Oxenstierna to run up debts with him. 54
Bernhard of Saxe Weimar:
[The substantive work on this section remains to be done.] 55
In the wake of Nördlingen and the loss of many areas of the Empire available to raise
and steal funds, Bernhard of Saxe-Weimar decided to leave Swedish service, and instead direct
his army in French service. After haggling about the terms, Claude Bullion agreed to a contract
in which France would pay four million livres a year to keep an army of 18,000 in the field. 56
Here, too, Jean Heoufft was the intermediary who arranged the payment of the subsidy, or at
least the amount that the French saw fit to pay. Saxe-Weimar developed a substantial fortune
over time—estimated to be 1,200,000 livres in 1637—a substantial amount of which, some
450,000 livres, he had on deposit with Hoeufft. 57 As Redlich suggested long ago, this, shaped
the nature of the contract. Redlich argued that”slowly, although retaining his own financial
apparatus, Bernhard became more and more dependent upon a banker (Hoeufft) who really
served Bernhard’s war lord (the King of France), and after his death Bernhard’s own financial
organization also became a tool of the war lord.” 58
Political Relations with the Netherlands
As early as June, 1629, the French ambassador in the Hague Nicolas de Bar de Baugy
wrote Richelieu that the States General had requested that Hoeufft should be allowed to export
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grain from Rouen to the Republic as their commissioner. 59 Here, too, Hoeufft’s role seems to
have intensified in conjunction with broader political changes. In the summer of 1634, the
Stadhouder Frederik Hendrik wavered between supporting a peace treaty with Spain supported
by the major commercial cities, and breaking off talks in the hope of retaining territorial gains
made by the West India Company in Brazil. 60 Charnacé, at the same moment, was in Paris
negotiating with Johan van Knuyt and the Pensionary of Holland Adrian Pauw over the
conditions of the French alliance with a prolongation of the French alliance with a clear subtext
of the eventual open entry of France into the war. Pauw hoped for a rapid peace, and thus
feared the French alliance would prolong the war by preventing separate peace negotiations.
Hoeufft entered into correspondence with Francis van Aerssen, a diplomat who had become a
close confidant of Frederik Hendrik, working in conjunction to advance the cause of continued
war and the continued French alliance. Van Aerssen read two letters from Hoeufft to the
Prince “while suppressing the name of their author”, giving hope based on discussions with
Claude de Bullion that France was prepared to join in open war against the Spanish; the
Prince, in return, praised Hoeufft’s work advancing the Dutch cause, noting that while he could
not replace the ambassador, “he was of the opinion, and it is true, that often one opens more
freely to a particular friend, than to public persons, who are treated with ceremony and
reserve.” 61 Van Aerssen sent him a new cipher, in order to aid his communications with
Bullion. 62 However, the cipher arrived too late; Pauw intercepted letters that revealed Hoeufft
was working behind his back to attain a negotiation. 63 In short, while Hoeufft was acting as an
informal agent to convince Bullion and other French Councilors that it was a favourable
moment to declare war, he was also acting to influence Dutch politics on the sensitive and
indeed central issue of the day. Interestingly, Aerssens suggested that they could discredit Pauw
before he complained to the States General by claiming his criticism of Hoeufft had its root in
material interest because Pauw hoped to get his brother Michel put in charge of the transfer of
the subsidies. 64
France declared war on Spain in May, initiating a summer in which nearly all the
French campaigns had been abject failures, destroying hopes for a rapid victory. 65 The papal
emissary Giulio Mazarini arrived at the French court, and the Prince of Orange, as well as many
other Dutchmen, felt that he intended to broker a peace between France and Spain, and began
considering making a separate peace themselves; intercepted letters between the King of Spain
and the Cardinal Infant seemed to indicate that the prince of Orange intended to use his
influence to bring the States to make peace with the Spanish. At the moment, there were two
French ambassadors in the Netherlands, both noblemen and particularly close clients of the
Cardinal. Richelieu’s brother in law the marquis of Brézé was ambassador extraordinary, who
59
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kept in close proximity to Frederik Hendrik as commander of the French expeditionary force.
The ordinary ambassador Hercule de Charnacé had married Brézé’s aunt, and also served in
the field in Frederik Hendrik’s company.
A memorandum about “means . . .to remedy the affairs of Holland” most likely in the
hand of Richelieu’s private secretary Charpentier, reveals that the Cardinal might have
considered the two ambassadors insufficient, as it began “Send a man capable of speaking and
acting,” as well as “money to distribute to people should there be need.” 66 Hoeufft was that
man; Richelieu instructed him to travel to Holland, make arrangements to levy Cossacks in
Danzig for the following spring campaign, but also to meet the Prince of Orange and members
of the States General, give them a letter from the Cardinal, and assure them that Louis had no
intention of breaking the truce. 67 He certainly had money. Louis XIII granted Hoeufft
permission to export 400,000 livres worth of foreign coins from France in June of 1635,
because the war had so perturbed the bill of exchange market that no one would accept bills for
the entire subsidy. 68 He received neither accreditation as an ambassador, nor formal powers to
negotiate a treaty, merely verbal instructions from the Cardinal, but instructions to consult with
Charnacé and Brézé were only added as an afterthought. Hoeufft rapidly traveled to Holland,
where he directly met with the Prince of Orange and a number of members of the States
General over three days. He remained in Holland until March, continuing to meet with the
Prince of Orange and members of the States.
Even though Hoeufft personally obliged himself to pay the debts that the two men had
contracted on behalf of the French troops they commanded, Hoeufft’s appearance humiliated
both ambassadors, who bemoaned their fate. 69 Both men offered to resign. Brézé could only
understand the act as a deliberate insult, caused by Richelieu’s mind being poisoned by his
particular rival Father Joseph. 70 He sent a memorandum for the two ambassadors back to
Richelieu, annotated with his comments. He commented on the description of Hoeufft’s
meeting with the States and the Prince of Orange, “that it was a great idea, that’s succeeded just
wonderfully, to commit the King’s affairs to a foreign merchant, when there were two of His
Majesty’s ambassadors’ here, the fidelity and affection of whom one can not question, nor the
capacity of the ordinary [ambassador.]” 71 At roughly the same time, he wrote to the secretary of
state Chavigny, protesting that “I am at the point of desiring, rather than fearing, banishment
66
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from Court, from France, prison, and even death. . . . In a word. . . if I must pass through such
trials to witness that I am capable of grand tasks, I will make my declaration that without
suffering through the examination I confess that I am in no way suitable.” 72 Charnacé’s
response was more measured; he appealed to Chavigny as a patron, fearing that he had
offended the Cardinal. But he also questioned Hoeufft’s capabilities, raising questions about
his discretion and abilities, and insinuating that it damaged the king’s reputation and his
credibility to have “a man such as this” carrying his letters rather than a “bon seigneur.” 73
Having provoked such resentment from the ambassadors, Richelieu wrote
explaining his decision to employ the merchant. He noted that if employing him was
“malapropos, I had my part in these bad counsels. . . but not having power to negotiate a treaty,
. . . [he was] solely sent to confirm as a merchant to imprint in the hearts of three quarters of a
base people that which perhaps might have been suspicious to them if they heard it from the
mouths of ambassadors.” 74 Richelieu’s explanation was doubtless cold comfort, for it suggested
that merchants, and perhaps even interested merchants, might be more credible than
ambassadors, who had after all to represent their king and maintain his honor. Yet it did
reinforce the boundary between the actual representation of the king’s person in negotiations,
and merely rhetorical persuasion.
Hoeufft’s return to France in March—bearing a letter from the Prince of Orange,
asking Richelieu to believe the merchant’s account of the state of French troops—did not put an
end to Hoeufft’s broader political roles and the resistance of ambassadors. For example,
Richelieu had to carefully explain that although Hoeufft approved of trying to win the Clerk of
the States General with a bribe, he had not invented the idea—even if his nephew Matthieu
Hoeufft was to handle the cash. 75 (The Clerk accepted, and helped select a whole group of
representatives in the States to buy, with Hoeufft and his nephew helping choose likely people
and managing the cash.) 76 Hoeufft’s role as manager of the subsidies was formalized by a
commission granted by the States General in May 1637 which confirmed his role as the
manager of the subsidy, as well as any other monetary transaction the Republic needed to carry
out in Paris. 77 His formal correspondence with the Staten Generaal, ranging from subsidy
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payments to reassurances about the sentiments of French Councilors, only increased from this
time. 78
Arms dealing, banking and ambassadors
Hoeufft, in other words, occupied a prominent place in the network of political
interests that bound together France’s structure of alliances during the Thirty Years War. In
some sense, his political interests were so tightly interwoven with his financial and mercantile
interests that they are difficult to disentangle. His arms sales to the French crown, for example,
increased massively after France’s open entry into the war, when accounts of Hoeufft’s arms
purchases begin to litter Richelieu’s papers, even if their exact amount is not known. 79 He
continued to accumulate offices in France, but had enough capital and credit available to direct
a massive draining of polders in Poitou that required roughly a million livres of working
capital. 80 If anything, his contacts with the States General intensified during the years of open
war, and he continued to play a variety of roles for the French. (On another occasion, in somewhat
murky circumstances, Hoeufft revealed a spy who was confined in the Bastille.) 81 More practically, he
made sure to ingratiate himself with Richelieu and his creatures, by, for example, using English contacts
to procure tin and lead for the Bouthilliers’ roofs and fountains at a remarkable discount. 82 His service
would continue into Mazarin’s ministry, although the details of his career become murkier. 83

Hoeufft’s activities could provoke resistance. During the revolt of the Nu-Pieds in
Normandy in 1639, rioting crowds in Rouen sacked his house along with that of the intendant
Michel Le Tellier, doubtless angered as much by his proximity to the regime as by his evident
prosperity. 84 However, resistance also came from within the elite. Other French
representatives did not sack Hoeufft’s house, but instead questioned that he was really
interested in the service of the crown. Even the wealthy converso banker and merchant
Alphonse Lopez—himself an infamous diplomatic meddler—wrote Richelieu, questioning
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Hoeufft’s disinterested service. 85 Hoeufft defended himself directly from such charges, writing
ambassadors to justify his rates. 86
Hoeufft, in short, shows the limitations of French formal diplomatic representation to
meet the demands of France’s Protestant alliances; he possessed and cultivated a wide range of
financial and political contacts, and was trusted and in some manner viewed as an agent of
France, the States General, the Kingdom of Sweden and, for that matter, Bernhard of SaxeWeimar. One can only regard France’s formal diplomatic network as sufficient to maintain the
King’s foreign policy, if one neglects that formal negotiations had to be anchored in the family
networks, face to face connections, and personal relations that constituted credit in the early
modern period. Few, if any, French Catholic noblemen possessed these relations with
politicians in the Northern Protestant world, not to speak of merchants. Hoeufft did, and
profited from his position. His profiting might actually have engendered trust, as surely he had
much to lose from the failure of France’s Protestant alliances.
Resistance to diplomatic interlopers, though, did help shape French
ambassadorial practices and identity. While the discrete Hoeufft attracted little attention,
pamphlets attacked Richelieu’s employment of the more flamboyant Alphonse Lopez as yet
another symptom of a politics that made merchandise of the King of France’s power and
reputation. 87 Yet Richelieu’s distinction between Hoeufft’s mission and the true role of a
representative was more vital in the long run, for it focused upon the representing the king as a
negotiator. As Ellen McClure has observed, this demanded that the negotiator represent
sovereign authority in a parallel manner to the sovereign’s representation of God on earth. 88
The title of François de Callières De la manière de négocier avec les souverains is no accident, for its
emphasis upon the negotiation as the touchstone of an ambassador’s value reflects precisely the
challenge of presenting and realizing the demands and intentions of his master while retaining
the sang-froid and honesty demanded by such a performance, that is, incarnating the king while
remaining completely one’s self. 89 The emphasis on negotiation as the ambassador’s central
task rendered diplomacy an aristocratic art, for it elevated cultivation and prudential self
mastery over other assets. But such a performance involved carefully cultivated talents, and
could potentially be mastered by a merchant as well as by a man of noble birth. Both Callières
and that merchant turned ambassador Abraham de Wicquefort argued that noble birth “lends
splendor to the embassy, and if good birth is accompanied by those natural habits which stem
from birth, it renders the ambassador even more suitable for such an eminent charge.” 90 Yet
Wicquefort, perhaps with his family background firmly in mind, named several merchants—
including Pieter Spierinck—who had been merchants before being honorable ambassadors, and
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certainly preferred merchants to too pedantic gens de lettres. 91 Wicquefort’s account of the
functions of an ambassador did not include banking, money, or arms-dealing; indeed, he
implied that a merchant needed to leave such mundane activities behind before taking on the
role of an ambassador. Historians have too often followed Wicquefort and neglected to include
in their histories of diplomacy those, like Hoeufft, whose assets allowed negotiations and the
politics of alliance to take place. Yet should those historians pursue Hoeufft and Wicquefort
too far, one risks going beyond those negotiations and alliances to the economic and social
changes intimately linked to the political fortunes of a small group of trans-European military
and political enterprisers.
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