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Source 1 : 
 

I am convinced that you will agree with me in one principle, that we must be 

merchants while we are soldiers; that our trade depends upon a proper execution of 

our maritime strength; that trade and maritime force depend upon each other; and 

that the riches, which are the true resources of this country, depend chiefly upon its 

commerce. 

 

Source: British Library, Add. MS 6815, ff. 34–43, Earl of Holderness, Northern 

Secretary, to Andrew Mitchell, British minister to the King of Prussia, 17 July 1757; 

quoted in Daniel Baugh, The Global Seven Years War, 1754–1763: Britain and 

France in a Great Power Contest (Harlow: Longman, 2011), p. 263. 

 

 

Commentary 

 

The Earl of Holderness was an influential and important British politician and 

diplomat. When he wrote this letter, he was the Northern Secretary, a role roughly 

equivalent to that of the Foreign Secretary today. In it, Holderness outlined his 

understanding of Britain’s foreign policy: the country’s commerce was protected by 

its maritime strength. In other words, in an era of piracy, privateering and almost 

constant conflict with its continental rivals, Britain’s merchant fleets depended on 

the protection provided by the Royal Navy. The two were mutually reinforcing. As 

long as Britain could trade, it could afford to protect itself. Holderness’s views were 

expressed at the outset of the Seven Years War (1756–63), which some historians 

have described as the ‘first world war’ or the ‘first global war for empire’. 

Throughout the eighteenth century, and well into the nineteenth, the ships of the 

Royal Navy were regarded as Britain’s ‘wooden walls’, protecting the country from 

invasion and its shipping from enemy action.  
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Source 2 

 
Source: Medal commemorating the British victories of 1759 (National Maritime 

Museum, Greenwich, MEC1137). 

 

 

Commentary:  
 

The Seven Years War (1756–63) played a crucial role in the development of the 

British Empire. It consolidated Britain’s growing status as a superpower, laying the 

foundations of a truly global empire as well as sowing the seeds of future conflicts. 

Battles were fought in North America, Europe, the Caribbean and India, with major 

consequences for local societies and global politics. Closer to home, the trials and 

tribulations of this first worldwide war extended beyond the battlefield, making an 

impact on a number of cultural, social and political levels as well as having 

significant consequences for a developing sense of British national identity. These 

themes are evident in this medal, which was struck to commemorate the series of 

victories secured by British armies and the Royal Navy in 1759. The names of 

important individual battles and the men who led the troops – such as the Battle of 

Quebec in North America, where General James Wolfe lost his life in the hour of 

victory – are prominently displayed. So impressive were these military successes 

that 1759 became known as the ‘Year of Victories’. In the centre of the medal, the 

fleur-de-lys – a traditional symbol of France – is shown upside down. The words 

‘Perfidia Eversa’ translate as ‘Perfidy overthrown’ and reinforce the message.  
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Source 3 

 

We were not many days in the merchant’s custody before we were sold after their 

usual manner, which is this: on a signal given (as the beat of a drum), the buyers 

rush at once into the yard where the slaves are confined and make a choice of that 

parcel they like best. The noise and clamour with which this is attended and the 

eagerness in the countenances of the buyers, serve not a little to increase the 

apprehensions of the terrified Africans, who may well be supposed to consider them 

as the ministers of that destruction to which they think themselves devoted. In this 

manner, without scruple, are relations and friends separated, most of them never to 

see each other again.  

 

Source: Olaudah Equiano, The Interesting Narrative and Other Writings, edited by 

Vincent Carretta (London: Penguin, 2003), p. 61. 

 

 

Commentary:  
 

The islands of the Caribbean were central to the economic success of the 

eighteenth-century British Empire. Plantations existed throughout the Americas 

where labour-intensive crops like tobacco, rice and cotton were cultivated. In the 

Caribbean, on islands like Jamaica and Antigua, the vast majority of plantations 

grew sugar. This lucrative commodity was craved in Europe – so much so that it was 

sometimes referred to as ‘white gold’ – and plantation owners could become 

enormously rich. But these plantations relied on the unpaid labour of millions of 

enslaved Africans to keep them operating. This demand fuelled the transatlantic 

slave trade, in which people were taken from West Africa, forcible transported 

across the Atlantic (on the so-called Middle Passage), and then sold into slavery in 

the Caribbean. In this extract, Olaudah Equiano provides a rare insight into the 

feelings of one of those who has been enslaved. The harrowing scene was repeated 

innumerable times – historians estimate that British ships were responsible for 

transporting 3.4 million Africans into slavery in the Americas. 
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Source 4 
 

The island has been esteemed valuable merely on account of its situation, being 

safe and commodious at all seasons for ships to touch at returning from India, that 

its waters are excellent, and that those afflicted with the scurvy recover more 

rapidly on its shores than on any other perhaps in the world. 

 

Source: British Library, India Office Records, G/32/165, Robert Brooke, ‘Account of 

St Helena with Various Observations Annexed’, [1792], p. 4. 

 

 

 

Commentary:  
 

Robert Brooke was the governor of St Helena, a tiny island in the middle of the 

South Atlantic. It was one of a number of small and seemingly remote locations that 

were crucial to the development and maintenance of Britain’s global empire in the 

eighteenth century. Long-distance trade was conducted in wooden ships that could 

take up to six months to sail between Asia and Britain. They had to call at places 

like St Helena to stock up on fresh supplies of water and food. Maintaining the 

health of sailors was also a problem on long voyages. They frequently suffered from 

scurvy, a debilitating illness with potentially fatal consequences. Although they did 

not know it at the time, scurvy is caused by a lack of vitamin C, which is found in 

citrus fruit and green vegetables. Tiny outposts or way stations, like St Helena, 

offered vital resources for Britain’s shipping.  
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Source 5 
 

I was in India when the Company was established for the purposes of trade only, when their 

fortifications scarce deserved that name, when their possessions were within very narrow 

bounds, when under a despotic prince they had as many tyrants over them as they had 

settlements. ... The East India Company are at this time sovereigns of a rich, populous, 

fruitful country in extent beyond France and Spain united; they are in possession of the 

labour, industry, and manufactures of twenty million of subjects; they are in actual receipt of 

between five and six millions a year. They have an army of fifty thousand men. The revenues 

of Bengal are little short of four million sterling a year. Out of this revenue the East India 

Company, clear of all expenses receives £1,600,000 a year.  

 

Source: British Library, Eg. MS 218, ff. 149–51. 

 

 

Commentary:  
 

Throughout the eighteenth century, and until the middle of the nineteenth, Britain’s 

commercial and political relationships with India were conducted through the East India 

Company. Initially, the Company’s sole purpose was trade: it brought commodities like rare 

and expensive spices, tea and porcelain, and beautiful textiles to British consumers. By the 

1750s, however, it had become increasingly involved in Indian politics. In 1765, the Mughal 

Emperor in Delhi, via the Treaty of Allahabad, appointed the East India Company as Diwan 

(or chief financial manager) of the provinces of Bengal, Bihar and Orissa in the north-east of 

the subcontinent. This was the culmination of nearly a decade of politicking by the Company 

in Bengal. What essentially amounted to the right to collect revenue in these provinces was 

usually assessed as being worth around the equivalent of £2 million per annum to the 

Company. This extract comes from a speech delivered to the House of Commons in 1769 by 

Robert Clive. Clive was one of the Company’s most illustrious servants and the man many 

credited (or blamed) for the Company’s rise to power in India. Here Clive contrasts the 

Company’s position in 1769 with that of 1744 when he first stepped ashore at Madras 

(today’s Chennai). 
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Source 6 
 

Whereas the making of discoveries of countries hitherto unknown, and the attaining a 

knowledge of distant parts which though formerly discovered have yet been but imperfectly 

explored will redound greatly to the honour of this nation as a maritime power, as well as to 

the dignity of the Crown of Great Britain, and may tend greatly to the advancement of the 

trade and navigation thereof; and whereas there is reason to imagine that a continent or land 

of great extent, may be found to the southward … you are therefore in pursuance of His 

Majesty’s pleasure hereby required and directed to put to sea with the bark you command so 

soon as the observation of the transit of the Planet Venus shall be finished. 

 

Source: ‘Instructions issues by the Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty to James Cook’; 

quoted in J. C. Beaglehole (ed.), The Journals of Captain James Cook on his Voyages of 

Discovery. Vol. I: The Voyage of the ‘Endeavour’, 1768–1771 (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1955), p. cclxxxii. 

 

 

 

Commentary:  
 

Although commerce, colonisation and conflict often dominate narratives of Britain’s 

eighteenth-century empire, it is important to realise that the country’s new-found global 

presence had other effects. One of these was the sponsorship of voyages of scientific 

exploration, such as those undertaken by James Cook to the Pacific Ocean between 1768 and 

1780. In the words of one contemporary, Cook’s voyages ‘fixed the bounds of the habitable 

earth, as well as those of the navigable ocean’. The ships and their crews tested scientific 

theories, collected data and speculated on the people and places they encountered in the 

course of their travels. They inspired some of the most influential images of the Pacific made 

by Europeans, and encouraged a whole host of future expeditions and exploration schemes. 

But James Cook stands for a great deal more than the events and achievements of his own 

lifetime. Following his death on an Hawaiian beach in 1779, this ‘British Columbus’ became 

a powerful and enduring icon of British national identity, personifying British exploration 

and empire for centuries. And this image of Captain Cook – described by Joseph Conrad as 

‘the navigator without fear and without reproach’ – sustained views of Britain’s place in the 

world for generations, as well as providing potent founding myths for colonial settler 

societies in Australia and the Pacific. 

 


