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Mrs Bonnell (1660s-1745) and the Widow’s Might 

 

If you’ve ever heard or read any of my work on Lady Betty Hastings and women investors, 

you’ll have encountered Jane Bonnell in a walk-on part, advising out-of-town friends and 

relatives on their investments. I want now to put her centre stage as a widow and as one of the 

many hundreds of people who, by the early eighteenth century, had money and property on 

both sides of the Irish Sea and had to manage the differential exchange and interest rates 

between the two countries, the shortage of specie in Ireland and the transfer of funds between 

the two countries. What I want to talk about today is specifically her Anglo-Irish business 

rather than her investments which were entirely English (though she did receive a number of 

reproachful letters from friends and family in Ireland who lost money in the South Sea Bubble 

having bought stock on her advice). 

We’re fortunate that we know quite a lot about Mrs Bonnell both because there’s a collection 

of her papers in the National Library of Ireland (chiefly letters sent to her) and because she 

banked at Hoare’s Bank in London from 1704 until her death in 1745 and her customer ledger 

entries survive. 

Jane Bonnell was a widow, who died in her seventies in June or July 1745 (probably at her 

home in Writtle, Essex), leaving what on the face of it seemed quite substantial property.1 Her 

legacies amounted to £2,430 plus 23 guineas in gifts for mourning, to servants and friends. 

She left an Irish mortgage whose principal was £1,500 secured on the estate of her father’s 

family the Conynghams.2  

In reality she left debts and law suits, largely the result of the rapacity of the male members of 

her natal family. Nothing had been paid out on the mortgage since about 1724 and from 1731 

her wealthy sister paid her an allowance to support her.3 By 1778 the debt owed the Bonnell 

estate in interest on the mortgage was nearly £9,000 and was still being contested by the 

Conyngham family.4 There was a £200 legacy for St John’s parish Dublin to pay for 

apprenticeships for poor girls and the residue of the estate was intended to be used to set up a 

fund for the relief of distressed clergymen’s widows in Ireland. 

 

Mrs Bonnell: widow 

Historians like to characterise early modern widows in two ways: either as wealthy women 

now freed from the constraints of coverture or as constituting the largest group of the poor. 

But there were many widows who were neither especially wealthy nor desperately poor. For 

them, managing their resources meant learning new skills of financial management at a time 
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when they often had young families to look after. Mrs Bonnell was just such a widow. She 

was in her thirties when her husband died leaving her with a young daughter. 

Mrs Bonnell was a member of the numerous and well-connected Conyngham family who had 

first settled in Ireland in 1611. She probably grew up in Mount Charles, co. Donegal. In 1693 

she married James Bonnell, an Englishman ten years her senior, who was accountant-general 

of Ireland. He’d have rather have been a clergyman than a government official and had 

extensive godly and charitable interests. Jane probably had a marriage portion of £2,300.5 The 

couple had three children, two of whom predeceased their father, and the third, a daughter, 

died before 1707. After his marriage, Bonnell carried on his habit of giving away an eighth of 

his income (a salary of £300 per annum) to the poor.6  

James died in 1699. For a time after his death, Jane kept on her Dublin house but visited 

England to make contact with her husband’s relatives, the Strypes. Although her own sisters, 

brother, nephews and nieces were all in Ireland, she decided to settle in England, and in 1704 

opened an account at Hoare’s Bank in Fleet Street, London, though was often in Ireland until 

about 1712. Initially she lived in London but then settled in Writtle in Essex, joined latterly 

by a female companion, Henrietta Bruce. We don’t know why she settled upon Essex though 

the Hoare family had become her friends and Benjamin Hoare lived at Boreham, near 

Chelmsford, only seven miles away, and Mrs Bonnell was godmother to his son Richard.7 Her 

husband’s cousin, John Strype, was curate at Leyton, about 30 miles away. 

What did she live on? She had a mortgage arranged by her brother in 1702, for £1,500 on land 

at the Conyngham estate at Mount Charles, Co. Meath. Henry Conyngham estimated that this 

would provide her with an income of £150 a year.8 It’s likely that this was paid for from her 

marriage portion. From about 1719 interest payments ceased. This was the date when her 

feckless and extravagant nephew Williams Conyngham came into his patrimony and when he 

died, in 1738, his brother who inherited most of the estate, saw no reason to resume payments 

to his aunt. The law suit in the 1740s to recover the mortgage interest from her nephew 

produced the most bitter accusations on both sides and took the best part of 30 years to settle. 

During her life Mrs Bonnell received a number of legacies from friends and relatives. There 

are also records of several bonds and she evidently had enough money to buy some South Sea 

stock in 1720, though at a disadvantageous price (300%). However, the last payment from 

South Sea stock was 1722 when she seems to have sold her holdings having for a couple of 

years received interest payments or dividends on her holdings. She continued to receive 

payments on lottery tickets into the 1730s and her last purchase of tickets was in 1737. Her 

will specifies legacies of £200 to be divided between two individuals (both referred to as 

‘cousin’) to settle any outstanding debts she might have with them.9 One of these was a 

clergyman in Ireland. I can’t identify the other. 

As she aged, Mrs Bonnell seems to have spent more of her time in Essex than in London, 

though she still had possessions in London at the time of her death. She became increasingly 
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dependant on remittances from her wealthy sister Katherine Conolly. Katherine started paying 

her an allowance in about 1731 of £25 quarterly, which was raised to £30 and then to £35 in 

1740. Jane Bonnell used her bank account less, had no stock market investments and lived 

modestly with two servants and a circle of women friends remembered in her will when she 

died in 1745.  

From both her correspondence and her bank account details we know a good deal about the 

circles in which Jane Bonnell moved. She maintained a constant correspondence with her two 

sisters in Ireland, Katherine, wife of Speaker William Conolly the richest man in Ireland, who 

died in 1729 leaving most of his fortune and his great house Castletown, to his widow, and 

Mary Jones, wife of Richard Jones MP, who also died in 1729. Her brother, Brigadier Henry 

Conyngham, died in 1706. She had various nephews and nieces, several of whom regarded 

her as a source of extra funds.  

Relatively little of Mrs Bonnell’s bank business was directly with her relatives but there are 

many payments from well-known names of Irish business: Cairnes, Gould, Nesbitt, Knox, 

McGuire, and Putland, though no dealings with the Cork banking family of Hoare. Another 

source of payments was the people for whom she ran errands: people (mainly women) living 

in Ireland or the provinces for whom she arranged purchases of luxury items such as 

chocolate, silver plate, jewellery, even on occasion South Sea stock: Lady Floyer, the 

Hastings sisters, Lady Midleton were amongst those she assisted in this way.     

 

Credit and Debit across the Irish Sea 

Much of the work on how business was carried out is concerned with merchants who traded 

on both sides of the Irish Sea and with English landlords managing estates in Ireland. But 

there were many hundreds of individuals—clergy, government officials, smaller landowners, 

members of the army—who had assets in both England and Ireland. Looking at how one of 

these individuals negotiated the difficulties, has contemporary resonances as Britain and 

Ireland have to renegotiate their financial relationship in the light of Brexit. I want to 

concentrate on four particular features of having to manage business across the Irish Sea: the 

exchange rate, transferring funds from one country to the other, the shortage of specie in 

Ireland, and the interest rate.  

 

Exchange rate 



 

 Irish £ £ sterling 

1700 20.96 100 

1705 8.22 100 

1710 8.25 100 

1715 9.40 100 

1720 12.76 100 

1725 10.27 100 

1730 11.48 100 

1735 11.77 100 

1740 8.16 100 

1745 9.86 100 

 

 

 

Although the commercial worlds of England and Ireland were closely linked, until the Act of 

Union of 1801 there was no currency or customs union. Following the revaluation of 1689, 

the Irish pound was quoted independently of the pound sterling. Rises and falls in the 

exchange rate could be of considerable significance for anyone who traded in both 

currencies.10 In 1701 the value of coinage in Ireland was reduced by proclamation. From then 

until the 1826, the official rate remained at £100 sterling: I£108.3. Variations arose because of 

the widespread use of foreign coin which tended to be overvalued in Ireland (which had no 

mint of its own), though the rate settled down after 1737.11 Furthermore, the commercial rate 
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of exchange on Irish bills negotiated in London fluctuated considerably. The premium was 

usually quoted as the number of Irish £ in excess of pounds sterling.12  

 

 

 

The first quotation on the slide implies that the money was held in sterling and that the 

debtors owned Irish pounds and were taking advantage of the exchange-rate differential to 

buy sterling and repay sterling debts to Jane Bonnell early. To prevent all her debtors 

repaying to her sterling debts owed to her she reduced the amount of interest she charged 

them. McCusker’s figures for the exchange rate between England and Ireland show that 

between May and June 1701 the rate at which Irish pounds could be exchanged for pounds 

sterling altered sharply: in May 1701 I£120: 10s was needed to buy £100 sterling, while in 

June only I£110 was required.13 Thirty years later the rate was still a matter of concern.  

The second quotation: the average premium fluctuated between 9 and 11 in 1728 and 1729. 

And it fell between January and September 1736, falling gradually but steadily in 1740 and 

1741, rising in 1742 and 1745 with falls in between. 

 

 

Transferring funds 
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The problems of transferring money are a constant theme in the correspondence. The 

reliability of the various forms of transfer greatly exercised Katherine Conolly in sending 

remittances to her sister. Mrs Conolly used a variety of different methods to convey money. 

Sometimes transfers became part of a series of transactions involving purchases in London for 

Irish friends and relatives, sometimes Mrs Conolly sent a bill on one of the Irish 

banker/merchants such as Alex Cairns or Gould and Nisbet. Bills of exchange weren’t always 

reliable, and their cost was a significant factor in individuals’ calculations. Bankers’ bills 

were more expensive than merchants’ bills but bankers would make good losses.14  

We see the dilemma in the first quotation from a letter from Mrs Bonnell’s cousin, Jane 

Bulkeley in 1729. The second quotation, from one of Katherine Conolly’s letters, shows her 

concern with the method of carriage. Incidentally, the bill was evidently issued in Irish 

pounds and cashed in sterling or else extortionate charges were made for administering the 

bill for the bank entry shows a bill from Mrs Conolly ‘per the hands of Sir Seymour Pile’ for 

£26: 5s,. Other than that he was a baronet with an estate in Berkshire, I can’t find out anything 

about Seymour Pile. 
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Shortage of specie 

 

 

 

Mrs Conolly’s preferred method was to send the money as specie with a trustworthy traveller, 

preferably someone connected with the administration at Dublin Castle, but the courier 

needed to be reliable. Amongst those she trusted were Lady Mountjoy, Colonel Wentworth, a 

relative of the Duke of Dorset, and Colonel Cornwallis.15 

These quotations show not only the difficulties of obtaining gold coin but that transfers of 

funds were often part of much more complicated transactions involving purchases for third 

parties. 

Interest rate 

At the time that Mrs Bonnell’s brother took out the Irish mortgage that was to keep her in her 

widowhood, the interest rate in Ireland was 10 per cent and he expected that it would yield 

£140 per annum. The rate was lowered to 8 per cent in 1704, reducing her income to £112; it 

was lowered further in 1721 to 7 per cent reducing her income to £98.16 The Irish rate of 

interest was reduced again, to 6 per cent, in 1731 and remained 1 per cent higher than that of 

England for most of the eighteenth century (the English rate was set at 5 per cent in 1714). So 

from 1731 the mortgage would have yielded £84.  

The failure of the Conyngham family to pay Mrs Bonnell the interest due on her mortgage 

rendered her dependent on her wealthy sister. But the battle to secure the arrears of interest 

show Mrs Bonnell’s determination. The first quotation is from Mrs Bonnell declining to 

accept a uniform rate of 7 per cent when a good deal of the debt was due from a period when 

the interest rate was higher. The second is from her kinsman Albert Nesbit who was acting for 

her nephew Henry Conyngham. Two years later, at the time of her death, there was still no 

agreement. 
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Conclusion 

Mrs Bonnell’s status as a widow gave her the same independence of action as a man, but 

certainly for the first few years after her husband’s death she was prostrated with grief and 

left much of the handling of her affairs to her brother. But she did begin to take charge of her 

own finances until she was pitched against her unyielding and greedy nephews. But what has 

this to do with conducting business on both sides of the Irish Sea? It made transactions more 

complicated, costly and time-consuming and opened more occasions for doubt as to the value 

of assets. But it was also business that plenty of ordinary people were conducting: comparing 

rates, costing the value of merchants’ bills and bankers’ bills and of different forms of specie.  

The volume and character of Jane Bonnell’s trans-Irish Sea business may not have been 

particularly unusual. She provided and received loans, took out mortgages, she paid bills, 

bought goods in England (notably chocolate and cloth) and had them shipped them to Ireland, 

received payments and goods (especially linen) from Ireland. She facilitated the consumer 

purchases of her Irish circle, shopping in England, conveying goods to Ireland and providing 

advice on trends in clothing, household goods and investment. She built up a complex 

arrangement of debt and credit across the Irish Sea which took account of exchange-rate 

differentials between the two countries, the weakness of Irish banks, and the shortage of 

specie in Ireland. Her dealings were affected by all the major developments in the Irish 

economy at this time. She was a not unsophisticated financial operator at a time when the 

financial world was in a considerable state of turmoil.    
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