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SUPPLYING KING WILLIAM’S ARMY IN IRELAND 
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Abstract 

Moving a large army overseas always presents complex and expensive logistical challenges. 

In this paper the author describes the effects, practical and financial, in NW England of King 

William moving an army across to Ireland. 

 

The logistics 

In 1688 the Catholic James II of England was deposed by the Protestants William of Orange 

and his wife Mary, James’s daughter. James fled to France, whose king was always willing to 

make life difficult for England and especially for William. France funded James’s attempt to 

return to his throne, using Ireland as a jumping-off point. This, of course, forced William to 

send an army to Ireland and eventually to come himself. 

 

At this point we need to consider just what ‘sending an army to Ireland’ entailed in the 

seventeenth century. An army of around 30,000 men, including Dutch and Danish troops, 

needed transport to Ireland, and when they got there, food, tents, uniforms, medical services, 

weapons, ammunition and, of course, pay. How would seventeenth-century administrators 

cope? Much of the traffic came through Lancashire ports and the following case study shows 

some of the logistical successes and problems of central administration, along with the extent 

of local involvement. 

 

A large part of the work was the dispatch and deployment of the artillery train, ranging from 

heavy siege cannon to carts carrying musket balls and gunpowder. Hauling the train was done 

by horses. In January 1690 a list of forces to be sent to Ireland included 3,300 horses to pull 

the artillery and their supplies
 
(NA KWC f108). Horses need fodder, yet another thing for a 

busy general to organize and Marshal Schomberg, entrusted with seeing off the French and 

Irish Catholic army, ‘sent Mr. Richards into Lankashire to buy some Oates on that Coast for a 

present supply (NA OOL 13/1/1689-90). This Mr. Richards is Godfrey Richards, a captain in 

Colonel Foulkes’s Regiment of Foot and this article concerns his trials and tribulations in the 

course of his duty. 

 

We first hear from Richards in his own voice in May 1690. He is working from Garstang, 

while staying with one Major Longworth of St. Michael’s on Wyre. Richards is happy to tell 

the Ordnance Office, responsible for the artillery train, that he has employed many local 

people, collecting the hay, at 30 shillings (30s) a load, and is ready to embark it (NA OOL 

6/5/1690). Some has already gone on the Roodee, a merchantman belonging to Chester and 

skippered by John Monnely (NA VBL no. 498). This ship of around seventy tons and a crew 

of eight was not one of the ships originally hired as troop transports, but had been taken on by 

the Victualling Board as a supply ship. Ships hired by the Government usually contracted for 

about 12s. per ton per month. Though the Admiralty agent in Liverpool made a spirited 

attempt to beat the ship masters down to 12s., but they held out for 14s. and insisted on one 

month’s pay in advance, a wise precaution as it turned out (NA NBL 24/1/1689-90). Hay was 
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not the easiest cargo to load. The agent at Liverpool told his masters in London that ‘I know 

by experience that a vessel of 100 Tuns will hardly stow 20 Tunns of Hay tho’ never so well 

twisted or made up’. Matters were made more difficult because ‘as for Screws used in putting 

up Hay, there are none in these parts, only Winches for the Twisting of it’.  Screw presses 

were not cheap; the authorities in Worcestershire spent £550 on ‘engines for packing and 

pressing hay’ at this time (NA NBL 24/1 & 5/2 1689-90). This was, however, a minor 

nuisance compared with what was to follow. 

 

On 6
th

 May Richards wrote, ‘I only want Vessells and Money….the people [are] in great 

expectation of being paid’. The following week, ‘Mr. Richards is hastning to Lancaster to 

ship ye Necessary Quantity of Hay and Oats’ (NA OOL f. 115) since more artillery horses 

were being shipped from Chester. Also loaded were 25,000 horseshoes and nails from 

Bristol. A further week later, he wrote to London that he had shipped 370 quarters of oats, as 

Marshal Schomberg had ordered, and that ‘the 15
th

 instant Ariv’d here the two shipps 

appointed for the carriage of the Hay’. ‘Here’ was either Lancaster or Poulton on the Wyre; it 

is impossible to say for certain, since the ships do not appear in the Customs records, being 

on Government business. Then he strikes a worried note: ‘I must reminde your Honors of 

returning me down more money’. A note scribbled on the letter shows that the Ordnance 

officials were aware of the problems of men in the field: ‘that care be taken that 200 li. 

[£200] be imprested for paying for ye Hay bought by him’ (NA OOL 16/5/1690); not that the 

Ordnance Office putting a request for money to the Treasury meant that any would actually 

arrive. 

 

By 24
th

 May the natives were getting restless: ‘the Owners begin to clamour Extreamly for 

their Money’. Troubles did not come singly. Although two ships had recently taken 40 tons 

of hay, another 80 tons was waiting (unpaid for), and all could have been in Ireland by then, 

if ships had arrived sooner. It sounds as if Richards may have received a rocket for apparent 

dilatoriness from his superiors in Ireland. He was sufficiently bothered about the money to 

concoct a complicated scheme with Major Longworth. The Major was holding cash on behalf 

of two local ladies: if the Ordnance Office would pay the ladies in London and send down 

their acknowledgement of that, Longworth could pay Richards. A note on the letter suggests 

that this scheme found favour in the Office (NA OOL 24/5/1690), but a week later Richards 

still had no money, and the 80 tons of hay not so far shipped was suffering. ‘For what with 

the Sun on One side & the frequent Raines on ye other Side, ‘tis so Tarnish’d and damaged 

that the Goodness of it must be mightily impayr’d’ (NA OOL 1/6/1690). This was serious, 

since the hay must have been cut in 1689 and was already almost a year old. 

 

In his last letter to the Ordnance Office, on 3
rd

 June, Richards was still expecting both his 

money and the ships for the hay. He had been in touch with the Admiralty agent at Liverpool 

to do something about it, but the agent was away. He hoped the Officers of the Ordnance 

could put their weight behind a request directly to the Admiralty (NA OOL 3/6/1690). Since 

the letters stop at this point, the outcome is not clear: perhaps the hay did eventually arrive in 

Ireland, though in what condition it is impossible to say. Richards himself returned to his 

regiment, though even getting paid as a soldier was a problem. In February 1692 some 

captains in Foulkes’s regiment had to petition for the money spent on equipping their 

companies (CSP W&M 25/2/1691-2). In August 1692, the regiment, still in Ireland, was 
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ordered to the West Indies. Godfrey Richards, in debt like the other officers of the regiment, 

left the service, his company being taken over by Charles Richards, possibly a young relative. 

 

Godfrey Richards does not appear to have profited from his experience in military supply, 

although his management of the business seems to have been both conscientious and speedy. 

The farmers and seamen of the North West expected to make money out of the national 

emergency, the farmers supplying hay, oats and possibly some livestock. Oxen were 

considered for hauling the heavier guns, those from ‘Lankashire’ being bigger and stronger 

than those of Ireland. Seamen were rather more wary of Government promises of payment: 

rightly so, since a petition from the ship-owners of Whitehaven shows that some had not been 

paid as late as 1693 (CRO LWP 17/1/1692-3). Other suppliers might also hope to make 

money, but found out the hard way that caution was necessary. A Liverpool rope-maker 

refused to supply an essential cable to a Navy ship, until his outstanding bill had been settled. 

Was this shortage of money due to inefficiency or corruption in the central administration? 

Both were undoubtedly a problem, though should not be overstated as many officials were 

honest and hardworking. The Ordnance Office was never supplied with enough money to 

meet its many obligations, the Treasury was reduced to issuing post-dated IOUs and those 

taxes granted by a parsimonious Parliament took a long time to collect. A major reason 

behind the troubles experienced by the Army was one less often mentioned. Living in the 

seventeenth century, sailing ships were at the mercy of the wind and communications were 

slow and unreliable at best. The surprise is that the Army reached Ireland, with its artillery 

and supplies; this is due in part to the exertions of men like Richards. 

 

This episode carries a lesson for our own times: government departments need to speak to 

other departments, particularly when the job is as complex as supplying an army abroad. 

Most importantly, cheeseparing will never deliver the goods. 
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