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Cockayne’'s Project

— Cooperation and Competition between England
and Low Countries in the early 17th century —

Shigeki Sakai

Summary

The Merchant Adventurers Company had been granted the
monopoly to export the cloth of England. The cloth exports peaked
in 1614. As most of the cloth exported to Germany and the Low
countries prior to 1614 was white cloth, many schemes to increase
English wealth and employment by marketing manufactured goods
were proposed. Alderman Cockayne's project for the dyeing and
tailoring of cloth exports to Germany and the Low Countries was
one of the most significant. The project required the replacement of
the Merchant Adventurers Company with a new company capable
of purchasing most of the available white cloth and manufacturing
and marketing abroad. Claiming a subscription of £1 million, they
predicted that they would market 50,000 finished cloths. James I,
hoping to raise an additional £40,000 of revenue, rushed a hesitant
privy council to approve the scheme.

In July 1614 the Merchant Adventurers were prohibited from
exporting white cloth after 2 November, and licensed merchants
were permitted until 20 September to export specific quantities of
fully processed cloth over the next three years. In December the
Merchant Adventures charter was suspended. A chief goal of
Cockayne who was involved in the Baltic trade, was to secure the
control of the profitable white cloth trade with Germany and the
Low Countries.

Crucial to the success of Cockayne's project was the involvement
of a substantial number of the old Adventurers. But most of the
wealthier merchants declined. From the beginning, the company
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was unable to purchase all available cloth at the 1615, causing a
decline in exports and a drop in cloth prices.

Throughout 1616 the Adventurers inability to profit from white
cloth sales or to expand the markets for manufactured cloth became
worse. By early 1617 the project failed, and the old Merchant
Adventurers were restored. The project demonstrated that the old
international division of labor in the cloth trade was a valid
reflection of economic realities.



