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Chapter 2 

Merchant companies, naval power, and 
trade protection 

 

 

The early modern period was the age of the merchant-warrior, when global commodity chains 

were welded together by lead and iron. In the words of Braudel, ‘Holland in the Golden Age 

was already living on a world scale, engaged in a process of constant partition and 

exploitation of the globe.’1 This chapter deals with the organized interaction between 

merchants, their companies and directorates, and Admiralty Boards behind this ‘living on a 

world scale’. The first chapter showed that naval warfare and trade protection involved two 

sets of institutions, both tied to the commercial classes in their own specific way. The 

Admiralty Boards were part of the formal ‘state apparatus’, supervised by the States General. 

Their directive bodies were composed through a complex system of cross-representation, 

tying the five separate boards to local political elites while at the same time ensuring the 

involvement of the leading merchant families. Parallel to these Admiralty Boards there were 

the merchant companies and directorates, some of which were little more than commercial 

lobbying groups, but others – first and foremost the VOC and WIC – acted as ‘informal’ state 

or semi-state institutions. Merchant companies had a stake in the organized use of violence to 

back up their commercial interests, and to varying degrees entertained the right to exercise 

such violence on their own behalf. The previous chapter sketched the emergence of these 

parallel sets of federal-brokerage institutions in the context of the Dutch Wars of 

                                                 
1 Fernand Braudel, Civilization and capitalism. 15th-18th Century. Volume III: The perspective of the world 
(Berkely / Los Angeles 1992 [first, French edition 1979]) 220. 



84 

Independence against the Habsburg Empire. This chapter will trace their evolution from the 

mid seventeenth to the mid eighteenth century, that is from the highpoint of hegemony to the 

post-hegemonic phase of the Dutch cycle.  

The direct cooperation between states and the commercial classes in naval warfare 

forms one of the clearest examples of brokerage practices during the early modern period. The 

creation of a capitalist world-market was a deeply violent process. Most attention has been 

drawn by the activities of the chartered colonial companies, but they do by no means provide 

the sole model for the armed expansion of trade in the early modern period. The independent 

role of entrepreneurs in war at sea took many forms, from armed struggle for control over the 

main venues of trade, to piracy and privateering, to full scale armed interventions. The ‘naval 

revolution’ of the 1650s and 1660s in which war fleets consisting mainly of hired merchant 

vessels were partially replaced by state navies of purpose-built ships of the line influenced the 

balance between the state and merchants in the organization of protection, but did not do 

away with privatized warfare.2 It merely changed the parameters within which Admiralty 

Boards and merchant companies negotiated, cooperated, and competed for authority over the 

use of force. Shifts between market-provided protection and state-provided violence were by 

no means one-directional. Under Colbert, the French state embarked on a major program of 

shipbuilding, briefly handing the French crown control over the largest war fleet of Europe. 

But financial duress and maritime failures forced Louis XIV to abandon his ambitions in this 

area during the Nine Years’ War, and base his entire naval strategy on a return to brokerage 

warfare through the privateering ventures of the guerre de course.3 Overall, however, the 

naval revolution gave priority to bureaucratic institutions in the organization of direct inter-

state conflict at sea, while still allowing plenty of room to merchant-organized violence in 

areas more directly linked to commercial competition. 

Strategically, war fleets served at one and the same time to protect important trading 

routes and as instruments of power-projection. The two were not always easily combined, as 

was noted by the Dutch political theorist Pieter de la Court: 

 

                                                 
2 On the transformation of naval warfare during the 1650s and 1660s, see: Jan Glete, Navies and nations. 
Warships, navies and state building in Europe and America, 1500-1800. Volume I (Stockholm 1993) 173 ff, 
M.A.J. Palmer, ‘The “Military Revolution” afloat: The era of the Anglo-Dutch Wars and the transition to 
modern warfare at sea’, War in History, Volume 4, no. 2 (1997) 123-149, and Jaap R. Bruijn, ‘States and their 
navies from the late sixteenth to the end of the eighteenth centuries’, in: Philippe Contamine (ed), War and 
competition between states (Oxford 2000) 69-98.  
3 Geoffrey Symcox, The crisis of French sea power 1688-1697. From the Guerre d’Escadre to the Guerre de 
Course (The Hague 1974). 
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‘And then it also commonly happens, that our Enemys either by whole Fleets do entirely 

obstruct our Trade by Sea, or by Privateers may make incredible Depredations upon us. For 

by reason that our Fishery and Foreign Trade are so greatly dispersed, Holland is not able to 

defend them in all places, and be Masters at Sea at one and the same time’.4 

 

Even though the ultimate aim of mastery of the sea envisioned by all major political 

economists at the time was the protection of fishery and foreign trade, the difference between 

the spatially restricted strategic geography of naval rivalry and the potentially global demands 

of trade protection in the short term could create intense conflict over priorities of 

employment. Warfare at sea could cause temporary disruptions in international trade. 

Moreover, different groups of merchants competed among themselves for the use of state 

resources in support of their own sectional interests. All of this created the need for organized 

forms of interaction between individual sections of the commercial classes and Admiralty 

Boards as the main state agents for trade protection.  

This chapter will focus less on particular instances of political conflict over finances, 

priorities, or the strategy and tactics of armed intervention at sea, and more on these 

institutional structures through which different sections of the commercial classes worked to 

influence naval policies.5 Section 2.1 examines the influence of the ‘naval revolution’ of the 

mid-seventeenth century on the general organization of violence at sea. Sections 2.2-2.5 will 

examine the variety of brokerage, semi-brokerage and state forms of protection that emerged 

                                                 
4 [Pieter de la Court], The true interest and political maxims of the Republick of Holland and West-Friesland 
(London 1702 [1662]) 231. 
5 There is a long line of literature touching on the role of economic factors and merchant interventions in Dutch 
Republican foreign policy. General overviews are provided by C.R. Boxer, The Dutch seaborne empire, 1600-
1800 (London 1965), A.M. Franken, ‘The general tendencies and structural aspects of the foreign policy and 
diplomacy of the Dutch Republic in the latter half of the 17th century’, in: Acta Historiae Neerlandica, Vol. III 
(Leiden 1968) 1-42, P.J.A.N. Rietbergen, ‘’s Werelds schouwtoneel. Oorlog, politiek en economie in noord-west 
Europa ten tijde van Willem III’, in: A.G.H. Bachrach, J.P.Sigmond and A.J. Veenendaal jr (eds), Willem III. De 
stadhouder-koning en zijn tijd (Amsterdam 1988) 51-87, Hans W. Blom, ‘Oorlog, handel en staatsbelang in het 
politieke denken rond 1648’, in: Hugo de Schepper (ed), 1648. De vrede van Munster (Hilversum 1997) 89-97, 
and Jonathan I. Israel, Dutch primacy in world trade, 1585-1740 (Oxford 1989). Specific episodes of such 
interaction are treated (among others) in Johan Elias, Het voorspel van den Eersten Engelschen Oorlog. Two 
volumes (The Hague 1920), Jonathan I. Israel, The Dutch Republic and the Hispanic World 1606-1661 (Oxford 
1982), Simon Groenveld, Verlopend getij. De Nederlandse Republiek en de Engelse burgeroorlog 1640-1646 
(Dieren 1984), Peter J.A.N. Rietbergen, ‘The consolidation of the Dutch overseas empire: the colonial dimension 
of the Peace of Munster’, in: 1648, 121-130, and Cátia Antunes, Globalisation in the early modern period. The 
economic relationship between Amsterdam and Lisbon, 1640-1705 (Amsterdam 2004) 141ff. The structural 
relations between trading communities and the state have mostly been studied from an economic, not a politico-
military point of view. For a recent overview, see Oscar Gelderblom, ‘The organization of long-distance trade in 
England and the Dutch Republic, 1550-1650’, in: Idem (ed), The political economy of the Dutch Republic 
(Farnham / Burlington 2009) 223-254. An outstanding study of the role of competition among capitalists for 
political influence over naval priorities across the channel around the same period is Robert Brenner, Merchants 
and revolution. Commercial change, political conflict, and London’s overseas traders, 1550-1653 (London / 
New York 2003).  
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as a response to the naval revolution in the three main geographic areas of Dutch trade; the 

East Indies, the African West coast and the West Indies, and Europe. They will show how in 

each area, merchants responded to a different constellation of geographic, military, and 

political factors, with very different outcomes for the dynamics between trade and protection 

and between state power and merchant-organized violence. Finally, section 2.6 will 

investigate how these structures in the long run influenced political economy of naval 

intervention. 

Overall, this chapter will challenge a long-cherished myth in Dutch naval history: the 

idea that a combination of declining financial resources and a loss of influence of merchants 

over the direction of naval affairs led to a secular decline of Dutch naval power from its 

summit at the time of the first three Anglo-Dutch Wars to abysmal failure in the Fourth 

Anglo-Dutch War. It is true that during the final half of the eighteenth century there 

developed an unbridgeable gap between the Dutch navy and the main battle-fleets of Europe. 

However, this chapter will show that this was not caused by financial decline but by a 

conscious choices prioritizing trade protection over power-projection. Furthermore, rather 

than signifying a loss of control of merchant elites over naval spending, these choices 

affirmed their continued weight in the making of naval policy – and thereby an important way 

in which the federal-brokerage state form that guaranteed this influence affected the long-term 

chances of Dutch commercial hegemony.  

 

 

2.1 The naval revolution and the challenge to Dutch trade 

 

The 1650s formed a watershed in European states’ attitudes to naval warfare. Naval policies, 

the tactics employed in battles at sea, the make-up of war fleets, and the structure of naval 

bureaucracies all changed in significant ways in the short space of time between the English 

Civil Wars of the seventeenth century and the Second Anglo-Dutch War of 1665-1667. 

English and French challenges to Dutch supremacy in the carrying trade led to an 

intensification of both economic and military competition at sea. Simultaneously, line-ahead 

tactics – the practice of sailing and firing follies in a strictly regulated order developed during 

the English Civil Wars and then employed with great success against the Dutch during the 

First Anglo-Dutch War of 1652-1654 – gave standardized warships or ships-of-the-line a 

decisive edge over the hired merchant-men that previously had formed the bulk of war fleets. 
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The building and maintenance of permanent purpose-built war fleets required much more 

sophisticated naval institutions than had previously existed, such as specialized shipyards, dry 

and wet docks, large scale storage facilities, and a bureaucracy capable of administrating such 

facilities in a relatively economic fashion. It has been argued that this rapid transformation of 

the nature of naval warfare warrants the title of a ‘military revolution’ much more than the 

centuries-long evolution of warfare on land to which this concept is usually applied.6  

In his classic study of the long-term consequences of war on the development of Dutch 

trade, Frits Snapper tried to establish a direct link between the shift away from the use of 

merchant ships for naval warfare and a marked loss of influence of the merchant elites over 

Dutch foreign policy during the latter half of the seventeenth and most of the eighteenth 

century.7 He even went as far as suggesting that ‘the change of technique making it 

impossible that a merchant ship could easily be transformed into a warship (...) brought a 

different kind of people to the head of the Republic.’8 After Snapper, no author went as far in 

suggesting a straight line from the abolition of one particular type of brokerage warfare at sea 

to changes in the nature of the Dutch political elites.9 A closer look at the circumstances and 

course of naval reorganization during the 1650s and 1660s reveals how much this was a 

continuation of the interaction between merchant bodies and Admiralty Boards, rather than a 

sharp break. What did change, however, was how this cooperation was organized. The 

existing plethora of ad-hoc brokerage solutions, often costly and inefficient, was replaced by a 

slimmed-down version of federal-brokerage arrangements, in which the respective roles of 

merchant bodies and Admiralty Boards became more clearly demarcated. 

The transformation of the Dutch war fleet only took place after the limits of a largely 

hired fleet had been shown in battle. As table 2.1 shows, hired merchant-men still formed the 

bulk of the Dutch fleet that confronted the English during the First Anglo-Dutch War. Naval 

expenditure had declined in the run up to the war, reflecting the general mood against heavy 

war expenditures following on the Peace of Westphalia. This had increased the dependence 

on hired ships in case of emergency. The majority of these ships were not suited to carry more 

than 28 guns, and being built for storage capacity, they often were bulky and relatively slow. 

They faced an English fleet that had been expanded by a major building program of heavy, 

well equipped and purpose-built men of war, suited for carrying 42, 56, or 60 guns.10 

                                                 
6 Palmer, ‘The “Military Revolution” afloat’, 123-124. 
7 Frits Snapper, Oorlogsinvloeden op de overzeese handel van Holland 1551-1719 (Amsterdam 1959) 160-161. 
8 Idem, 262. 
9 E.g. Israel, Dutch primacy, which does not make any mention of this factor. 
10 Jaap R. Bruijn, The Dutch navy of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries (Columbia, SC 1993) 69 ff. 
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Table 2.1 Strength and composition of the Dutch fleet, 1653 

 

 14-18 

pieces 

22-28 

pieces 

30-38 

pieces 

40-46 

pieces 

54 

pieces 
Total 

Ships owned by Admiralty 

Boards 
3 25 24 13 1 66 

Ships hired by Admiralty 

Boards 
2 35 8 1 - 46 

Ships hired by Directies - 32 10 - - 42 

Total 5 92 42 14 1 154 

 

Source:  J.C. de Jonge, Het Nederlandsche Zeewezen. Volume I (Haarlem 1858) 762-763. 

 

 

Almost half of the hired merchant-men that were employed in 1653 were provided by so-

called Directies.11 These institutions were typical for the kind of ad-hoc brokerage solutions 

favored by the state before the naval revolution of the 1650s. In 1631 the States General had 

accepted the creation of separate naval institutions by a number of the major trading towns 

(Amsterdam, Hoorn, Enkhuizen, Edam, Medemblik, and Harlingen) that functioned parallel 

to the Admiralty Boards, as an answer to an increase in the privateering hazard faced by 

Dutch merchants. The Directies were run by burgomasters and merchants in the same way as 

was also done by colleges erected for the protection of the Dutch fishing fleets, levying a 

special tax to the merchants who benefited from the extra convoys. The ships of the Directies 

operated under the command of the Admiralty Boards, and at times of war were incorporated 

into the Dutch navy. The erection of these institutions allowed for an extension of armed 

convoying and the potential size of the fleet without an unpopular increase of taxation for the 

population as a whole.12 However, a stream of complaints about the Directie-ships during the 

First Anglo-Dutch War showed the incapacity of these institutions to provide both ships and 

trained captains that were up to the tasks created by the English advance in military technique. 

In one case, the crew of a ship provided by the Amsterdam Directie sent a petition signed by 

fifty-seven men, stating: 

 

                                                 
11 Not to be confused with the commercial directorates such as the Directorate of Levantine Trade mentioned in 
Chapter One and later treated in section 2.5. 
12 Bruijn, Dutch navy, 27. 
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‘We, the undersigned officers, sailors and soldiers, are not planning on taking sea with the 

ship Den Witte Engel, nor planning to do so with the captain, (…) because the ship is not 

suited for war. For as soon as there is only a slight wind, the gun-ports are below the water-

line. Or do the gentlemen [directors] plan to kill so many souls as there are on this ship Den 

Witte Engel?’ 

 

The crew continued to ask for the removal of the captain, stating that he was drunk the whole 

time they had been at sea with him. Finally, they assured that their refusal to sail was no 

desertion, since they were willing ‘to serve the fatherland till the last drop of blood’, provided 

that they could do so on a well-suited ship under proper command.13 In October 1652 the 

crew of another ship that was damaged during a confrontation with the English asked in a 

petition signed by eighty-nine sailors and officers ‘that if your honors want us to return to sea, 

you provide us with another ship that will be better able to do the enemy harm’.14  

Despite the bad performance of the Directie-ships against the English fleet, it took until 

the end of 1655 until the States General abolished the separate Directies. Partly, this had to do 

with the fact that the need for armed protection of the commercial fleet was felt more, not less 

strongly after the end of the First Anglo-Dutch War. Both in the Baltic area and in the 

Mediterranean the need for convoying outstripped the capabilities of the financially strung 

Admiralty Boards.15 Partly, it was the result of the fact that the Admiralty Boards themselves 

also relied heavily on hired merchant ships, which suffered the same shortcomings as those 

provided by the Directies. An anonymous pamphlet in the form of a letter to the Amsterdam 

Directors complained about the low quality of the captains serving the Admiralty Boards, and 

even suggested that to remedy this the Directies should be expanded instead of abolished: 

‘Imagine what good fifty Directie-ships, properly equipped under the guidance of two 

directors, would do: the world would be brought under our control.’16  

The opinion of the author of this pamphlet went against the current though. In the words 

of one naval historian, the most important lesson drawn by the Dutch from the war was ‘that 

                                                 
13 NA, Archief van de Directies ter Equipering van Oorlogsschepen 1636-1657, no. 4-II. The protest is not dated, 
but must have been sent between March-September 1652. 
14 NA, Archief van de Directies ter Equipering van Oorlogsschepen 1636-1657, no. 5-I. Letter of 15 October 
1652. 
15 The financial problems of the Admiralty Boards after the end of the First Anglo-Dutch War are clear, among 
other things, from the stream of requests to the States of Holland, continuing for the entire decade, asking for 
payment of the provincial arrears in order to be able to pay the suppliers of the three Holland Admiralty Boards. 
E.g. NA, Archief Staten van Holland, no. 5086, ‘Resolutions 1654’, 356-357 (18 September 1654), 440 (16 
December 1654); no. 5087, ‘Resolutions 1655’, 220 (14 May 1655), 360-361 (2 October 1655), no. 5088, 
‘Resolutions 1656’, 154-156 (22 July 1656). 
16 Vrymoedighen brief, gheschreven door een liefhebber des vaderlandts. Aen de E.Ed. heeren directeuren, tot 
Amsterdam. Aen haer over-gelevert op vrydagh, den 25 July 1653 (Amsterdam 1653) 3 vso. 
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the old axiom was untenable that the merchant fleet, as a reserve for the state navy, should be 

seen as the backbone of protection at sea.’17 After intensive lobbying by Admiral Tromp, the 

States General decided to authorize a sum of two million guilders for two major building 

programs of in total sixty new warships under control of the Admiralty Boards.18 With the 

successful expansion of the fleet under the Admiralty Boards, the Directies had become 

superfluous. The States General ordered the Admiralty Boards, 

 

‘with the start of the coming year to extraordinarily equip and effectively send to open sea, 

and for the time of six months to maintain forty-eight warships (…), in the same proportion 

that the directors had planned in the year 1652, and has been executed by the respective 

chambers of the same Directie.’19  

 

The abolition of the separate Directies for convoying forms an important episode in the naval 

revolution, bringing the hiring, building and equipment of convoying ships on all major 

European trading routes under direct state control. It also considerably fastened the transition 

to a war fleet consisting mainly of purpose-built warships.  

While the strategic implications of this move are clear, it is hard to estimate the impact 

on naval expenditure. Hardly any information is available on the relative costs of hiring 

merchant ships versus ships owned by the Admiralty Boards. However, a comparison on the 

basis of the sparse documents that are available suggests that the main shift was in the ratio 

between costs and cannons. For 1642 the archive of the States General contains a calculation 

of the costs of hiring fifteen merchant-men for operations against the Spanish fleet. For 1658 

similar calculations are available for the costs of the ‘extraordinary fitting out’ of forty-eight 

ships. Table 2.2 shows the full costs of the employment of the fifteen hired merchant-men. On 

average, employment of each ship cost the state f 5,753 per month. For the 1658 fleet the 

Admiralty Boards calculated a total of f 2,840,500 for all forty-eight ships over a period of ten 

months, or an average expenditure of f 5,918 per ship per month.20 In 1642 the costs of 

building and maintaining the ships were carried by the owners and not by the state, but this 

difference was partly compensated by the fact that the owners of the ships had to receive large 

sums in compensation if their ships were lost in battle. The main difference between hiring 

and making, then, seems to have been the enormous shift in size and quality that took place in 

                                                 
17 Johan E. Elias, De vlootbouw in Nederland in de eerste helft der 17de eeuw 1596-1655 (Amsterdam 1933) 90. 
18 A detailed account of the campaign waged by Tromp and others can be found in Elias, ibid. 
19 As reported by Secretary Van Slingelandt to the States of Holland, NA, Archief Staten van Holland, no. 5087, 
‘Resolutions 1655’, 415-416 (10 December 1655) 
20 NA, Archief Staten van Holland, no. 5090, ‘Resolutions 1658’, 396-398 (20 December 1658). 
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Table 2.2 Costs of hiring fifteen merchant-men, 1642 (in guilders) 

 

Name ship 

Period of 

employment 

(months) 

Rent of ship 

and crew 
Insurance Extra costs Total costs 

Rooden Leeuw 7 45,500 3,183 2,989 51,672 

Engel 6.3 28,500 2,042 333 30,874 

Roos 7 45,107 2,881 - 47,988 

Tijeger 5.5 20,227 1,536 - 21,764 

Prins 7 46,550 3,552 2,268 52,370 

Vergulde Pellecaen 7 39,375 2,894 697 42,966 

De Swaen 4.3 24,375 1,837 2,038 28,251 

St Jacob 6.6 31,840 - 2,538 34,378 

Prins van Portugael 7 31,743 1,842 727 34,312 

Drie Helden Davidts 7 39,946 3,116 185 43,247 

St. Andries 7 46,550 3,015 1,058 50,623 

Engel Gabriel 3.7 16,500 1,369 1,765 19,633 

Groote St Marten 7 38,648 2,700 675 42,023 

Hoope 6.7 29,011 1,922 733 31,666 

Neptunus 6.4 20,265 1,034 549 21,848 

Total  504,137 32,921 16,554 553,612 

 

Source: NA, Archief Staten Generaal, no. 12561.94. ‘Staten over Maentgelden van gehuyrde 

schepen inden jare 1642’. 

 

 

the intermittent years. Based on what is known about the composition of the 1642 fleet, the 

hired merchant-men must have consisted of ships carrying at the very most 32-36 cannons, 

manned by crews of no more than 140 sailors and soldiers.21 The planned equipment of 1658 

consisted of two ships of 60, nine of 50, and thirty-two of 40 pieces, manned on average by 

crews of 202 sailors and soldiers. 

Only the large return-ships sailing for the East Indies had the capacity to carry such 

large numbers of guns, and the States General continued to use these ships in warfare far 

longer than regular merchant ships. But on a whole, the building programs inaugurated in the 

1650s pushed the hired merchant-men out of active service for the navy, and relegated such 
                                                 
21 The 1642 fleet consisted of one ship of 57 canons, one of 46 (both owned by the Rotterdam Admiralty), 9 of 
32-36, 49 of 24-30, and 36 of 20-23. J.C. de Jonge, Geschiedenis van het Nederlandsche Zeewezen. Volume I 
(Haarlem 1858) 754.  
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ships to subsidiary duties such as transport or victualling, for which hired ships were still 

regularly employed.22  

The concentration of administration, building, equipment, and upkeep of the fleet in the 

hands of the Admiralty Boards was much more than just the abolition of one particular 

brokerage institution in naval warfare, or a way to bring in line costs and quality. It signified a 

decisive change in perceptions of the nature of the fleet, described by Jaap Bruijn as the 

transition to a ‘new navy’.23 One of the main features of this new navy was its permanent 

character – unattainable for a navy based on hired ships. At the end of the decade the 

Admiralty Boards, States General and States of Holland all discussed new ways to make sure 

that the state ‘could at any time have the disposition of a considerable number of sailors, guns 

of sufficient quality, and robust warships’.24 To answer to the new needs of a permanent navy, 

this period saw the rapid erection of impressive new shipyards and storage facilities by most 

of the Admiralty Boards, geared towards the efficient management of naval stocks and 

economizing in naval production (also see Chapter Three). However, while concentrating 

more power in the hands of the five Admiralty Boards, the States General did not attempt to 

reform the federal-brokerage composition of these boards themselves. In England, France, 

and Sweden, the transition to a permanent state-navy later led to attempts at the formation of a 

specialized naval bureaucracy.25 In the Dutch Republic, the system of appointing naval 

councilors with strong connections to the commercial elites as political representatives of 

particular towns and provinces was firmly maintained. As will be shown in the next sections, 

the interaction between these temporary naval administrators and merchant companies and 

directorates was formalized rather than broken down. 

There can be no doubt that the transition to the new navy, far from expressing a rift 

between the commercial classes and Admiralty Boards, ushered into a period of the most 

intense use of the navy for commercial interests. Celebrations of the building in 1656-1657 of 

the formidable Amsterdam naval storehouse by the urban poet laureate Joost van den Vondel 

                                                 
22 The one important exception to this of course was privateering. This line of business did not play a great role 
in trade protection, but was important as an instrument of armed competition. The Province of Zeeland in 
particular became a stronghold of privateering ventures with strong ties to the local Admiralty Board. For the 
strategic functions and practical organization of privateering, e.g. Johanna Theresia Hubertina van Meer, De 
Zeeuwse kaapvaart tijdens de Spaanse Successieoorlog (Middelburg 1986), Virginia Lunsford, Piracy and 
privateering in the Golden Age Netherlands (New York 2005), and Joke Korteweg, Kaperbloed en 
koopmansgeest. “Legale zeeroof” door de eeuwen heen (Amsterdam 2006).  
23 Bruijn, Dutch navy, 75 ff. 
24 NA, Archief Staten van Holland, no. 5091, ‘Resolutions 1659’, 241 (11 October 1659). 
25 Glete describes the ‘naval revolution’ as a ‘bureaucratic revolution’, e.g. Glete, Navies and nations, 227. See 
for England: N.A.M.Rodger, The Command of the ocean. A naval history of Britain 1649-1815 (London 2004) 
43 and 109, or Sweden: Jan Glete, Swedish naval administration, 1521-1721 (Leiden 2010) 308. 
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stressed that these impressive new facilities were to serve the merchant community at large. 

In verse that was more functional than poetic: 

 

‘My Lords, who were ordered to take care of navigation, 

And now, in a pressing hour of need do not have to gather 

Naval equipment from every corner or far-away store, 

But sleep on the stock, ready for use in your Magazine, 

Can man fleet after fleet with more tranquility than ever before, 

For the benefit of the merchant towns and the fear of tyrants at sea.’26 

 

A few years earlier, another representative of Amsterdam’s lyrical establishment had waxed 

over the commercial advantages of the war fleet in words that were equally patriotic – and, it 

might be added, in poetry that was equally poor:  

 

‘By weapons shall you weaken your enemies 

Whoever does so with advantage, will remain upright 

Navigation is your pillar; if this comes to fall 

Your Stock Exchange will collapse, and with it the Nation 

No greater loss to a state than the loss of rich fleets 

Whoever is great, must expand his nation by means of his navy.’27 

 

Helped by the strong orientation on naval power of the post-1651 regime, and especially the 

close personal attention to commercial and naval interests exhibited by grand pensionary 

Johan de Witt, the reformed navy embarked on a string of campaigns to secure Dutch trade in 

the Baltic, the Mediterranean, the coast of Africa and the West Indies. When in 1664 this 

brought forward the inevitable second confrontation between Dutch and English seapower, 

the Dutch fleet found itself much more prepared than during the First Anglo-Dutch War, and 

could secure major successes for Dutch trade.28 

 

 

                                                 
26 J. van den Vondel, Zeemagazyn, gebouwt op Kattenburgh t’Amsterdam (Amsterdam 1658) 3. 
27 Jan Vos, Zeekrygh tusschen de staaten der vrye Neederlanden, en het parlement van Engelandt (Amsterdam 
1653). 
28 Bruijn, Dutch navy, 80-83, J.R. Jones, The Anglo-Dutch Wars of the seventeenth century (London 1996) 217, 
and Gijs Rommelse, The Second Anglo-Dutch War (1665-1667). Raison d'état, mercantilism and maritime strife 
(Hilversum 2006) 188ff. 
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2.2 A unified state-company for colonial trade? 

 

The naval revolution had a profound effect on the relation between the state and merchant 

companies. To understand the impact, it is useful to briefly consider the prevailing ideas on 

the military role of the VOC and WIC one step before this transformation. An exceptional, 

but nonetheless illustrative example of the thinking about the relationship between 

commercial companies and the war fleet from the period preceding the naval revolution was 

the debate on the merger of the VOC and WIC into one single company for colonial trade and 

warfare. This discussion was launched in 1644 by the States of Holland.29 The proposal 

caused a brief furor among directors of the WIC and their supporters, expressed in numerous 

pamphlets extolling the benefits of the creation of such a single state-supported or state-led 

company. From the other side, it warranted an extraordinarily curt reply by the directors of 

the VOC. Both the recommendations and the rebuttal are instructive on the competing ideas 

on the relations between companies, investors and the state then current. They also show the 

fundamentally different position from which the VOC and WIC entered the naval revolution.  

That the proposal itself belonged to the period when warships and merchant-men were 

still considered interchangeable is clear from the words of one of the advocates of unification: 

 

‘[B]ecause of the commerce and navigation exercised in this country over the last sixty years, 

the inhabitants have so much increased their means or capital, that one can truly say that they 

own the greatest wealth in the world. For if one would seriously investigate this point, one 

would find that they do so because they command over thousand ships, capable of usage for 

warfare’. 30 

 

According to this writer, the VOC should be viewed as part of this national power, a power 

that was based primarily not on state activity but on the cooperation of armed merchants: 

 

‘From the midst of these private persons was erected the VOC, which in only thirty years has 

acquired such power, that it now employs fifteen thousand men and hundred-fifty ships, all 

capable of warfare.’31 

 

                                                 
29 The episode is discussed at length by Henk den Heijer, ‘Plannen voor samenvoeging van VOC en WIC’, in: 
Tijdschrift voor zeegeschiedenis, volume 14, no. 2 (1994) 115-130. 
30 Aenwysinge datmen van de Oost en West-Indische Compagnien een Compagnie dient te maecken (Amsterdam 
1644) A2 vso-A3. 
31 Idem. 
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However, the proposed unification should merge trade and state power to an even higher 

extent. In the proposal of this writer, the company-to-be would be organized directly as a 

section of the state, headed by ‘councilors’ and ‘colleges’ rather than directors and chambers, 

coming together in a ‘Greater Council of the East and West Indies’ that should have its 

meetings in The Hague. At the same time, the States General would accept sovereignty over 

the territories that until that time had belonged to the respective companies. Remarkably 

enough for a country still steeped in Hispanophobia, the author was not shy to admit that such 

a shift from a commercially run to a state run organization of the colonial Empire was meant 

to mirror the approach employed ‘by the King of Castile’.32  

The emphasis on direct state-control of this author was idiosyncratic. But a number of 

arguments surfaced in all or almost all of the pamphlets of those in favor of unification of the 

two companies. One was the close relation between success in warfare and expansion of 

commerce – linking interests of state and interests of trade in the classical Mercantilist 

fashion. As the directors of the WIC stated in their own defense of unification:  

 

‘The interest of state (in this matter) include, that the trade to East India, the coasts of Brazil, 

Africa and all other neighboring areas will be vigorously improved, and that our common 

enemy the King of Spain will be deprived of all means and occasions to harm this state (as 

much as possible) and thus made impotent. For this aim the unification of the power and 

means of these two notable companies will be more suitable and strong, than a separate 

continuation of both, since the results to be expected from the combination of their military 

forces are better than from their separation, and since the common means will be more easily 

supported from the benefits of their trade.’33 

 

Since unification was deemed to be in the trading interests of the nation as a whole, the 

resistance of the VOC-directors to this proposal had to be explained as an egoistic move to 

protect the profits of a single group of traders to the detriment of the country. In the words of 

one author: 

 

‘If the directors and some of the shareholders of the VOC do not want to grant and resolve 

this [unification in the interest of the nation], yes, if they resist this with body and soul and try 

to prevent it by any means possible, there has to be a reason or cause for their opposition, and 

                                                 
32 Ibid, D2 vso. 
33 Remonstrantie ende consideratien aengaende de Vereeninghe vande Oost ende West-Indische Compagnien 
(...) Door de Gedeputeerde Heeren Bewinthebberen vande Geoctroyeerde West-Indische Compagnie (The 
Hague 1644) 35. 
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the question that one could pose is which cause. To which the answer is, that I cannot think of 

any other cause than their excessive greed, or their fear that their particular interests will be 

harmed by this.’34  

 

However, this criticism of the VOC-directors also implied a – sometimes tacit, 

sometimes open – acknowledgement that the two companies were in a fundamentally 

different position, and that it was the WIC that would profit most from the proposed 

unification. One of the pamphleteers summed up this difference by stating that ‘the 

VOC is a society of pure trade, while the WIC is more alike and in its action operates 

more as a company of state, and as a result is much more connected to the political 

state, and of greater importance.’35 But the directors of the WIC emphasized that this 

was not an absolute difference, but rather one of timing and scale. At an earlier phase in 

its short history, the VOC also had received substantial state support in order to secure 

its commercial interests in the East Indies: 

 

‘The VOC has been in a poor state, just as the West India Company today, but has maintained 

itself through God’s grace, and the excellent assistance it received from our government. And 

ever since the establishment of the WIC it has from time to time progressed, while the West 

India Company on the opposite has regressed to a point, where the VOC has been before.’36 

 

Recognizing the unlikelihood that the VOC-directors would be willing to abandon their 

present interests because of the state support the company had received in the past, most of 

the advocates of unification argued that the state was entitled to subjugate the VOC directors 

and stakeholders and force them into submission either by refusing to renew the VOC-charter, 

or by disbanding the Company altogether and granting the WIC the rights to trade on Asia.37 

However, at least one author objected that this would cause harm to an even more 

fundamental interest of the state, namely the security for the rich that their investments and 

loans were protected at all times against the arbitrary decisions of policy makers. Retracting 

                                                 
34 Bedenckinge over d’antwoordt der Heeren Bewinthebbers vande Oost-Indische Compagnie (The Hague 1644) 
D1 vso-D2. 
35 Claer licht ofte vertooch van ’s lants welvaeren aengaende de combinatie vande Oost- ende West-Indische 
Compagnien (s.l. [1644]) B1. Cf. Ooghen salve tot verlichtinghe, van alle participanten, so vande Oost, ende 
Westindische Compaignien (The Hague 1644) 10. 
36 Remonstrantie ende consideratien, 24. 
37 Schaede, die den staet der Vereenichde Nederlanden, en d’inghesetenen van dien, is aenstaende, by de 
versuymenisse van d’Oost en West-Indische negotie onder een octroy en societeyt te begrijpen (The Hague 1644) 
51. 
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the charter in his opinion ‘would be the surest way to intimidate all good patriots to stop 

investing their capital in any company’.38  

Confident that the state would indeed not intrude upon the investments of the stake-

holders of the company, the directors of the VOC were extremely brief in explaining their 

rejection of the proposed unification. Their core argument was that after a long period of 

employing Company money for warfare, the investors now wanted to use the established 

positions in Asia to engage in the core-business for which the VOC was set up, making 

profits:  

 

‘That our affairs in East India, in the course of more than forty years, through many trials and 

tribulations, and with great labor and loss of possessions and blood, have now (by God’s 

blessing) finally come to the point where we can turn to the first aim of the common 

stakeholders in said Company, namely trade, which by continuous wars until now has been 

dejected and desperate; to such an extent, that its return-ships now sail undamaged, and yearly 

fetch so much merchandise from there, as can be absorbed profitably in Europe. Therefore, 

we are of the opinion that now the time has come to continue this lofty, stabilized, and for the 

interests of the country long-expected trade, without being distracted by any other point of 

view than falls within their own limits [i.e. the limits of the VOC charter].’39 

 

In a second, even shorter statement, the VOC-directors alleged that they had the full support 

of their stakeholders in rejecting even the smallest step towards unification. They brushed 

away the arguments of the WIC-directors in a manner that exhibited both confidence that the 

state would not go against their wishes and consciousness of the strength of their position vis-

à-vis the rival company: 

 

‘The representatives of the VOC note that those of the WIC do not stop bothering the 

government with this issue over and over again, to such an extent that there are even 

pamphlets printed on this. And therefore, following the instructions of their principal 

stakeholders, they are obliged to declare to Your Honors squarely that they do not have or 

ever will have any inclination to agree to such a combination that will of necessity bring to 

ruin their Company.’40  

 

                                                 
38 Ooghen salve, 7. 
39 Consideratie overgelevert by de Heeren Bewinthebberen van de Oost-Indische Compagnie. Aen de Edele 
Groot-mogende Heeren Staten van Hollant ende West-Vrieslant (The Hague 1644) A2-A2 vso. 
40 Idem, without page number. 
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After this stern rejection the proposal itself was ultimately shelved.41 Nevertheless, the 

episode is significant. It shows that as late as 1644 some Dutch Republican rulers and the 

WIC directors were still willing to seriously suggest a model for their overseas activity that 

integrated trade and warfare in one state-company much more akin to the tributary model of 

the Spanish and Portuguese than that of the independent commercial company represented by 

the Dutch and English East India Companies. The linearly opposite responses of the directors 

of the two companies also reveal their very different position at home and abroad. Concerning 

their overseas activities, while the WIC was in need of large scale state support and willing to 

reduce its independence in order to obtain it, the VOC had already carved out its own empire 

and wanted to retain as much control as possible over the balance between trade and warfare. 

Showing the differences in political strength at home, while the WIC felt the need for an 

extensive political campaign to get across its preferences to the state, the VOC was confident 

that it would not need to argue its position in public since the interests of its stakeholders 

would be served by the States of Holland and the States General anyway. The course of the 

debate makes clear the fundamentally different starting positions from which both companies 

entered the period of intense naval reorganization of the 1650s, resulting in very different 

trajectories in the evolution of the relations between Admiralty Boards and both companies. 

 

 

2.3 The VOC and the navy from symbiosis to division of labor 

 

In his major contemporary history of the Company’s first century, VOC-official Pieter van 

Dam described the often troubled relation between the Admiralty Boards and the VOC. Not 

surprisingly, he did so in a fashion that put his employer in the most favorable light: 

 

‘According to the charter, the nation is not allowed to lay claim to ships, guns, or ammunition 

from the Company for its own purposes, except with the Company’s consent. But at times 

when the country was in need, the Company has never refused support, without ever receiving 

the smallest compensation for this. On the contrary, it has sometimes lent out its ships to the 

state without demanding any rent, or demanding just a small sum; and with regard to the 

                                                 
41 Henk den Heijer, De geoctrooieerde compagnie. De VOC en de WIC als voorlopers van de naamloze 
vennootschap (Deventer 2005) 151-153. 
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equipment, though the costs have been compensated, this often only happened many years 

later.’42 

 

Van Dam ignored the fact that especially during the first decades of its existence when the 

VOC’s position in Asia had been far from secure, the Company itself had also been the 

benefactor of substantial support – military, material, and financial – from the States General. 

Between 1609 and 1617, the States General had promised a total of f 1,740,000 in subsidies, 

and at several occasions had provided ships, armament, and at one time even a small fleet to 

assist in Asian conquest.43 However, at the time of Van Dam’s statement, direct support from 

the state for the VOC had been reduced to regularly sending out cruisers to escort the Asian 

return-fleets on the last part of their journey.44 The reduction of direct military support to this 

convoying service was the outcome of a gradually developing division of labor, in which 

warfare in Asia was completely parceled out to the Company while the state provided 

protection in European waters. 

During most of the seventeenth century, mutual assistance between the Company and 

the state was the subject of prolonged and often difficult negotiations. These became more 

intense with acute military threats or at times when the renewal of the Company charter was 

under discussion. At such moments, the state felt it had greater leverage and put strong 

demands on the Company.45 Until the 1660s the VOC agreed on several occasions to lend its 

ships to the Admiralty Boards. The four large return-ships provided by the VOC during the 

First Anglo-Dutch War were the biggest of the merchant ships that sailed out with the Dutch 

navy. The Vogelstruys (Ostrich) and De Vrede (Peace) each carried 40 pieces, the Henriëtte 

Louise 40 to 50, and the Prins Willem 50 to 60. The Company did not ask any rent, agreed to 

carry a large part of the financial risks and advanced the entire sum required for wages, 

victuals and equipment.46 After the war the repayment of this loan, amounting to almost f 

600,000, was delayed by the States General and became the subject of long and difficult 

negotiations. During the Second Anglo-Dutch War, the material support of the Company for 

the navy was even more substantial. Despite the building programs that had made the 

Admiralty Boards far less dependent on hired merchant-men, at the start of this war they 

                                                 
42 Pieter van Dam, Beschryvinge van de Oostindische Compagnie. Volume 1.2. F.W.Stapel (ed) (The Hague 
1929) 362. 
43 Victor Enthoven, ‘Van steunpilaar tot blok aan het been. De Verenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie en de Unie’, 
in: Gerrit Knaap and Ger Teitler (eds), De Verenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie tussen oorlog en diplomatie 
(Leiden 2002) 35-58, 41. 
44 Van Dam, Beschryvinge 1.2, 565. 
45 Den Heijer, Geoctrooieerde compagnie, 148 ff. 
46 Van Dam, Beschryvinge 1.2, 507-508. 



100 

asked and obtained a commitment to provide twenty fully armed and equipped Company-

vessels to strengthen their squadrons. It has been suggested that the close relations that 

Holland’s leading statesman Johan de Witt maintained with both Company directors and 

Admiralty councilors were central to the ease with which the state acquired this large scale 

military engagement. In exchange for the VOC’s support, the States General agreed to 

prolong the Company charter, at that time still valid until 1672, for another thirty years. 

However, the loss of a large part of the Asian return-fleet during the first year of the war 

forced the VOC to back out of the agreement. Instead of material support, it now promised to 

pay a total of f 1.2 million in financial aid in the course of 1666 alone.47  

In hindsight, the move from the provisioning of ships to large scale financial support in 

the course of the Second Anglo-Dutch War formed the watershed for direct VOC 

participation in Dutch naval efforts in European waters. During the Third Anglo-Dutch War 

(1672-1674), no ships were requested. Instead, the VOC went no further than to agree to a 

loan of f 2 million. Even this only came about after a year of to-ing and fro-ing.48 

Significantly, the conditions under which the VOC lent its support made clear that the 

reluctance to grant this loan had been at least in part due to the feeling among the directors 

that the interests of the Company itself were not at stake in this war, even though the Dutch 

Republic was nearly overrun. In exchange for its loan, the directors demanded that an 

eventual peace would be concluded on terms favorable to the VOC, stipulating: 

 

‘[S]ince this war did not arise from any action or claims of the kings of France and Britain 

towards the Company, that in making peace between the highly esteemed kings and this state, 

the interests of said Company will be well guarded, and nothing will be exchanged or granted 

that would be of particular harm to the Company’.49 

 

When a peace was finally concluded, representatives of the VOC were present in London to 

assist the diplomats of the Dutch Republic during negotiations. The instructions of the States 

General to its ambassadors stipulated:  

 

‘[T]o confer and concert in everything (…) with the directors of the VOC that are present 

there, and that furthermore aforesaid Highly Esteemed Ambassadors will try to work out, that 

                                                 
47 Alfred Staarman, ‘De VOC en de Staten-Generaal in de Engelse Oorlogen: een ongemakkelijk 
bondgenootschap’, in: Tijdschrift voor Zeegeschiedenis, Vol. 15, no. 1 (1996) 3-24, 8-13. 
48 Ibid, 18.  
49 Van Dam, Beschryvinge 1.2, 513. 
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the regulation of commerce for the Indias will be drawn up in the way that is most 

advantageous for their commerce.’50 

 

This was certainly not the first time that the willingness of the VOC-directors to give financial 

support depended on the stake they felt the Company had in the outcome of military actions. 

Already in 1605, only three years after its foundation, the directors had agreed to subsidize 

the state with a sum of f 125,000 to build a large fleet destined for the Iberian Peninsula, 

‘considering that it will serve to occupy the river of Lisbon, and hold the carracks that are sent 

each year to the East Indies’.51  

Making the willingness to pay contributions dependent on the purpose for which money 

was raised fitted a more general practice of taxation on commerce. It followed the same logic 

by which customs paid on imports and exports were earmarked specifically for the protection 

of overseas trade by the Admiralty Boards. For the directors of the VOC it was normal to 

view not only individual instances of financial support, such as the ones made in 1605 and 

during the First and Second Anglo-Dutch Wars, but all the money that the Company paid in 

taxes as a contribution to the defense of its trade. According to the same reasoning, all 

military expenses made by the VOC under the formal jurisdiction of the state could be seen as 

a ground for tax-exemptions. Pointing at their large military expenses on fortresses, soldiers, 

and wars for territorial control in Asia, the VOC-directors frequently tried to evade their full 

custom duties or exclude themselves from general raises in tariffs.52  

The shift from material support to financial support that took place between the Second 

and Third Anglo-Dutch Wars went hand in hand with an attempt by the Admiralty Boards to 

bypass this area of ambiguity by demanding that henceforward the Company would pay its 

full custom obligations. With great agility, the directors played out the dual nature of their 

company as both a private enterprise and a semi-state institution in order to avoid higher 

taxation. In 1672, when the States of Holland contemplated a forced loan from the Company 

to alleviate the enormous pressures on the state due to the joint Anglo-French invasion, they 

objected: 

 

                                                 
50 NA, Archief Staten Generaal, no. 8581. ‘Verbaal vande Heeren Corver en andere Hare Ho Mo exs 
gedeputeerden, 9 April 1675’.  
51 Van Dam, Beschryvinge 1.2, 486. 
52 E.g. Van Dam, Beschryvinge 1.2, 410. 
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‘[T]hat the Company cannot be considered to be a corpus in and of itself, since it consists of 

stake-holders, who count their possessions in the Company for their own personal and special 

possessions, from which they help to carry the general means.’53  

 

Merely five years later, in 1677, the directors argued that the VOC should be exempt from 

taxation on all outbound goods that were destined for its protection in Asia. Flatly 

contradicting their 1672 argument, they emphasized that the Company should not be treated 

as just a sum of its stake-holders, but as an institution which served the interests of the 

nation.54 The fundamental difference between the Company and a simple combination of 

private-traders, argued the directors in 1677, lay in the services the VOC provided by its 

warring activities in Asia. If the Admiralty Boards would persist in their plans, they 

threatened, the directors would stop executing these state-like functions and act ‘as private 

merchants’. To this, they added unconcealed economic blackmail: 

 

‘If it would behave like all ordinary private merchants and would strive for nothing but its 

private gain, without any relation to the state – which the Company until this moment has 

refused to do – it would have the same freedom as other merchants not to bring its return 

goods to this country, but could trade them in full or in large part in other countries, such as in 

Cadiz, Italy, and in other places. It is not necessary to prove the disadvantage this would bring 

for the state.’55  

 

Admiralty Boards and Company agreed to end this permanent haggling in 1683 by 

establishing that the VOC would pay a lump-sum that was ultimately set at f 364,000 per 

annum instead of ordinary customs. This arrangement remained in power until the end of the 

eighteenth century. The Company also paid a far smaller fluctuating amount for the extra-

ordinary customs (last- en veilgeld). The total contribution made in this way by the VOC to 

all the Admiralty Boards is unknown, but a reconstruction of the finances of the Amsterdam 

Admiralty Board shows that between 1681 and 1794, this institution alone received a total of 

over f 22 million. As a rule, the Amsterdam contribution for ordinary customs amounted to 

half the total contribution of the VOC, so that it seems safe to estimate that the total 

contribution for the entire period amounted to about f 40 million. In the years 1711-1713 and 

                                                 
53 Quoted in Staarman, ‘VOC en Staten-Generaal’, 22. 
54 It is interesting to see how approximately at the same time East India Company advocate Josiah Child used the 
same type of argument, with explicit reference to the Dutch experience, to argue for the special status of the EIC 
within the English trading community. [Josiah Child], A treatise wherein is demonstrated, I. That the East-India 
Trade is the most national of all foreign trades, etc. (London 1681) 6 ff.  
55 Van Dam, Beschryvinge 1.2, 413.  
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1715-1717, the Amsterdam Admiralty Board did not receive its contribution since the VOC 

and the States General agreed that the Company would pay its entire sum for those years at 

once to alleviate the financial crisis that had beset state finances (explaining the fall in size of 

the VOC contribution for the years 1710-1719 in table 2.3).56  

Victor Enthoven has estimated that over the entire seventeenth century, the VOC paid 

around f 15 million in customs. This rather low sum reflects the fact that until 1637 the 

Company hardly paid customs at all, and in the decades after this frequently was in a position 

to negotiate about the height of its tax contribution. The 1683 agreement brought the share of 

the VOC in total custom incomes more or less in line or even somewhat above its share in 

Dutch foreign trade. Femme Gaastra estimates this share at about six percent in 1636, 

growing to about fifteen percent in 1753. Older estimates, based on VOC-director Van der 

Oudermeulen’s figures from a late eighteenth-century report, set the share of the VOC in 

Dutch trade during the eighteenth century at an average of thirteen percent.57 However, it is 

noteworthy that as a share of their total import value, the customs paid by the VOC were 

much less than those of its British rival. The total gross value of VOC imports, over which 

customs were levied, stood at f 56 million in the 1730s and f 74 million in the 1770s. 

Assuming that the contribution of the VOC to the Amsterdam Admiralty Board was half the 

amount of its total contribution to the navy – as was required – the VOC paid 8.2 percent in 

customs over its imports during the former decade and as little 5.7 percent during the latter.58 

In comparison, in 1784 the British state lowered custom rates on the EIC tea imports to 12.5 

percent.59 The direct influence of VOC and WIC directors within the Admiralty Boards made 

it almost impossible for the Dutch state to raise customs to similar levels.60  

The shift from material support to lump sum-contributions meant that the VOC 

henceforth withdrew from active engagement in Dutch naval warfare in European waters. But 

the costs of all forms of support for the state taken together were dwarfed by the amount that 

the VOC paid for its own protective ends, both in Europe and in Asia. Femme Gaastra made a 

  

                                                 
56 J.P.de Korte, De jaarlijkse financiële verantwoording in de Verenigde Oostindische Compagnie (Leiden 1984) 
14. If the payments made in the years 1711-1713 and 1715-1717 are accounted for in the same ratio as those in 
other years, the contribution of the VOC to the Amsterdam Admiralty Board for the 1710s would come at a total 
of f 2.3 million, or 11 percent of all revenues.  
57 Femme S. Gaastra, ‘De mythe van de VOC’, in: Groniek, Volume 27, no. 124 (1994) 17-33, 25-26. 
58 Estimates of gross value of VOC imports taken from De Korte, Financiële verantwoording. 
59 William J. Ashworth, Customs and excise. Trade, production, and consumption in England 1640-1845 
(Oxford / New York 2003) 349. 
60 In fact, the pressure during the second half of the eighteenth century went in the exact opposite direction. See 
Chapter Five, and Johannes Hovy, Het voorstel van 1751 tot instelling van een beperkt vrijhavenstelsel in de 
Republiek (propositie tot een gelimiteerd porto-franco) (Groningen 1966). 



104 

Table 2.3 Contributions of VOC to Amsterdam Admiralty Board (1681-1794) 

 

Period 
Contribution VOC (in 

millions of guilders) 

Total custom revenue, 

including VOC  

(in millions of guilders) 

Share of VOC in total 

custom revenue (%) 

1681-1689 1.6 13.4 12.2 

1690-1699 2.5 18.7 13.4 

1700-1709 2.1 16.4 13.0 

1710-1719 1.3 15.5 8.6 

1720-1729 1.9 14.0 13.5 

1730-1739 2.3 12.1 18.7 

1740-1749 1.9 11.4 18.3 

1750-1759 2.1 11.4 18.3 

1760-1769 2.1 12.3 17.2 

1770-1779 2.1 11.6 18.4 

1781-1789 0.9 9.2 10.3 

1790-1794 0.9 5.3 17.2 

 

Sources:  NA, Archief Generaliteitsrekenkamer 1586-1799, nos. 490-717, reconstructed accounts. 

 

 

tentative estimation of the military costs carried by the Company. Of necessity, this consists 

of a lot of ‘guestimates’, but nonetheless the results are significant. According to his 

calculations, between 1650 and 1700 the Dutch offices of the VOC spent about f 62 million 

on protection of its ships, and between 1700 and 1796 just under f 200 million. For the entire 

period 1613-1792 military expenditure in Asia is estimated by him at a staggering f 257 

million, coming to about thirty percent of all VOC overseas investments.61 High costs were 

made to protect ships laden with valuable cargo on their long journeys to and from Asia, and 

to ward off intrusion of the European competitors into its trading empire. But with far greater 

frequency than the public image of the VOC as the embodiment of the pure Dutch 

‘commercial spirit’ suggests, the Company used its military might to act like a state among 

Asian states (see table 2.4). As Jurriaan van Goor sums up a long line of historiographic 

debate:  

 

                                                 
61 Femme Gaastra, ‘“Sware continuerende lasten en groten ommeslagh”. Kosten van de oorlogsvoering van de 
Verenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie’, in: Knaap and Teitler (eds), Tussen oorlog en diplomatie, 81-104, 87-88. 



105 

‘The VOC offers the strange image of a hybrid political-economic organization, that was led 

according to strict economic rules, but that threw itself more often and with more gusto in 

“princely adventures” than the Seventeen Directors in the Netherlands wished for. As much as 

any Asiatic ruler, [the VOC government in] Batavia did not shriek from violence, when it 

feared that its reputation was at stake.’62 

 

The VOC retained full control over military engagements in Asia until the second half of the 

eighteenth century, when the EIC with direct backing of the British crown started to encroach 

seriously on the VOC hegemony in the region and the Company at the same time was faced 

with a stark decline in commercial profits. First reluctantly in the aftermath of the Seven 

Years’ War, and then more vigorously during the 1780s, the Admiralty Boards sent squadrons 

to intervene on behalf of the Company.63 But until that late stage the persistent point of view 

of Company directors and the States General seems to have been that both parties were better 

off with a full division of labor, with Cape Hope as the dividing point of competencies. 

How much the Company actually benefited financially from its warfare in Asia depends 

not only on the returns and dividends of the European-Asian trade, but also on the still 

unsettled question of the size of the intra-Asiatic trade. The ability to ward off state control 

over Company strategy and trade revenues in Asia might have been an important motivation 

for accepting the enormous military costs involved in the VOC’s state-like activities in Asia. 

Femme Gaastra assumed that decline of the Dutch role in intra-Asian trade set in before 1700, 

lending credibility to the contemporary claim that from this period onwards, the costs of 

bureaucracy and military expenditure formed a burden too heavy to shoulder for the 

Company.64 But more recent reconstructions have suggested that the size of intra-Asiatic 

trade grew at least until 1750, and that despite some severe setbacks during the second half of 

the eighteenth century, it retained its importance for the VOC right until the end.65 It remains 

  

                                                 
62 Jur van Goor, 'De Verenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie in de historiografie. Imperialist en multinational', in: 
Knaap and Teitler (eds), Tussen oorlog en diplomatie, 9-33, 27. 
63 Ger Teitler, ‘De marine en de Verenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie. Staatse steun voor een benard bedrijf’, in: 
Knaap and Teitler, Tussen oorlog en diplomatie, 59-80, and Jaap R. Bruijn, ‘Facing a new world. The Dutch 
navy goes overseas (c.1750-c.1850)’, in: Bob Moore and Henk van Nierop (eds), Colonial empires compared. 
Britain and the Netherlands, 1750-1850 (Aldershot / Burlington 2003) 113-128. More specifically on the 
circumstances of the 1759 intervention: George D. Winius and Marcus P.M. Vink, The merchant-warrior 
pacified. The VOC (the Dutch East India Company) and its changing political economy in India (Dehli 1991) 
124ff, and on the impact of Anglo-Dutch competition on the ground in the late eighteenth century Alicia 
Schrikker, Dutch and British colonial intervention in Sri Lanka, 1780-1815. Expansion and reform 
(Leiden/Boston 2007). 
64 Femme S. Gaastra, The Dutch East India Company. Expansion and decline (Zutphen 2003) 124ff. 
65 Els Jacobs, Merchant in Asia. The trade of the Dutch East India Company during the eighteenth century 
(Leiden 2006), and Matthias van Rossum, ‘De intra-Aziatische vaart. Schepen, “de Aziatische zeeman” en de 
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Table 2.4 VOC warfare in Asia (1602-1785) 

 

1605-1606 Dutch confrontations with the Spanish and Portuguese in Ambon and Malacca 

1622-1623 Subjection of Malacca 

1634 Irregular warfare against the population of Malacca to affirm monopoly trade 

1640 Conquest of Galle 

1641 Conquest of Malacca, Luanda and Maranhao 

1648 Loss of Luanda and Benguela to the Portuguese 

1654-1658 Conquest of parts of Ceylon, subjection of Malacca 

1661-1663 War with Chinese emperor, leading to the loss of Formosa 

1661-1667 Major conquests of Spanish and English possessions, including Makassar, Cochin and Pulau Run 

1677-1683 Intervention against Javanese rebel prince 

1682-1684 Subjection of Bantam 

1702-1713 Intervention in the civil war in Mataram 

1703-1708 First War of the Javanese Succession, VOC installs favourite candidate to the throne 

1719-1723 Second War of the Javanese Succession 

1741-1743 Chinese war in Javanese inlands, new war in Mataram 

1749-1755 Third War of the Javanese Succession 

1755-1756 Crushing of revolt in Banten 

1762-1766 Dutch-Ceylonese war 

1782 British conquest on Ceylon 

1783-1785 Dutch-Burginese war 

 

Sources:  No proper summary lists of company wars in Asia exist. This provisional list was 

compiled from the precious VOC-site http://www.vocsite.nl/geschiedenis/tijdbalk.html 

(accessed 17-2-2012) and the incomplete summary of Femme S. Gaastra, The Dutch East 

India Company. Expansion and decline (Zutphen 2003) 60-65. 

 

 

an open question – far beyond the scope of this book – whether in purely economic terms the 

division of labor that was worked out between state and Company was strategic.66 Examples 

of directors and stakeholders protesting against the large weight of the costs of warfare in 

Asia in Company expenditure can be found throughout the existence of the VOC.67 But the 

                                                                                                                                                         
ondergang van de VOC?’, in: Tijdschrift voor Sociale en Economische Geschiedenis, Vol. 8, no. 3 (2011) 32-69, 
62. 
66 For a summary of the historiography, see Van Goor, ‘Imperialist en multinational’. 
67 Early examples can be found in Oscar Gelderblom, Abe de Jong, and Joost Jonker, ‘An Admiralty for Asia. 
Isaac le Maire and conflicting conceptions about the corporate governance of the VOC’, working paper. 
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alternative of a largely peaceful commercial expansion into an area invested with warring 

states and already partly colonized by rival European empires was unlikely, to say the least.  

More research into the economic benefits of its political and military position in Asia 

could further our understanding why the Company directors did not actively solicit for state 

support in Asia until the final quarter of the eighteenth century. For current purposes, it 

suffices to say that they did not. For the East Indies the strong ties between the monopoly-

form of trade, the company-form of economic organization, and the direct combination of 

commercial and state-like functions remained intact until the very end of the Company’s 

existence. While rejecting most of its ‘brokerage’ functions in European warfare in the course 

of the naval revolution, the VOC carefully maintained its independence from the state in its 

actions in Asia, carrying the full costs of warfare as integral and indispensible part of its trade 

balance.  

 

 

2.4 The WIC between private trade and state protection 

 

For the WIC such independence of action overseas was never an option. This was not due to 

any fundamental difference in the Company charter or in the relation between directors and 

the state envisioned in it, but had everything to do with the different conditions of 

colonization in the Atlantic.68 While the VOC quickly managed to surpass its European rivals 

in Asia and could deal with its competitors from a position of strength, the WIC’s possessions 

remained heavily contested. Far more than its Eastern counterpart, the Company was a player 

in the many wars waged by the Republic, whether against the Spanish and Portuguese or in 

later decades against the English and the French. This forced the directors to rely heavily on 

military and naval support from the States General, from the use of regular state troops in its 

struggle against Portuguese colonists in the 1640s and 1650s to the re-conquest of its African 

slave-port Elmina by a navy squadron under Michiel de Ruyter in 1665, and from permanent 

Admiralty convoys in Caribbean waters to armed support for the planters in their bloody wars 

to suppress maroon revolts. With such heavy military engagement of the state, the division of 

                                                 
68 Claudia Schnurmann, ‘“Wherever profit leads us, to every sea and shore...”. The VOC, the WIC, and Dutch 
methods of globalization in the seventeenth century’, in: Renaissance Studies, Vol. 17, no 3 (2003) 474-493, 
493. 
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labor between colonial warfare under Company control and financial support for naval 

operations in Europe practiced by the VOC was neither attainable nor desirable for the WIC.69  

While this military dependence weakened the WIC’s negotiating position vis-a-vis the 

state, its monopoly trading rights were undercut by the private trading networks of interloping 

merchants and colonial settlers. Geographically, the Americas were easier to reach and thus 

demanded far smaller starting investments than the long return journeys to Asia. Trade on the 

West African coast and the Americas had already been substantial before the foundation of 

the WIC.70 Large scale colonization by the Spanish and Portuguese, and later the presence of 

English and French colonists, created competing networks of trade that private merchants 

could tap into. Furthermore, the reliance on permanent settlement, combined with the creation 

of complex slavery-based colonial societies, gave rise to overseas elites powerful enough to 

go against the commercial policies of the Company directors at home.71  

The dual weakness in face of the state and of private competitors haunted the WIC from 

inception. In the mid 1630s, the Company managed to gain an important foothold in 

Portuguese Brazil. The capture of Pernambuco and Paraiba in 1634 and 1635 raised great 

hopes for investors, but the costs of operations were enormous: the military budget ran at 

about f 3 million a year.72 A further problem for the WIC was that many Dutch merchants, 

especially in Amsterdam, had already established relations with the Portuguese and Sephardic 

settlers before the conquests. These merchants put up strong resistance against the 

introduction of a Company monopoly in the newly conquered territories. Since many of the 

private traders were at the same time involved in the WIC, the conflict over monopoly or free 

trade led to sharp internal divisions within the Company, pitting the pro-free trade Amsterdam 

chamber against the pro-monopoly Zeeland chamber. Such sharp divisions between the 

regional chambers were much more common for the WIC than they were for the VOC.73 Even 

after the States General had decided in favor of a monopoly in December 1636, this proved 

hard to enforce due to resistance from inside the Company and only survived for one year.74 

As Bachman notes:   

                                                 
69 As was already noted by O. van Rees, Geschiedenis der staathuishoudkunde in Nederland tot het einde der 
achttiende eeuw. Volume II (Utrecht 1868) 180. 
70 P.C. Emmer, ‘The West India Company, 1621-1791: Dutch or Atlantic’, in: Leonard Blussé and Femme 
Gaastra (eds), Companies and trade (Leiden 1981) 71-96, 76, 
71 Jan de Vries and Ad van der Woude, The first modern economy. Success, failure, and perseverance of the 
Dutch economy, 1500-1815 (Cambridge 1997) 401. 
72 Van Cleaf Bachman, Peltries or plantations. The economic policies of the Dutch West India Company in New 
Netherland 1623-1639 (Baltimore / London 1969) 145. 
73 Emmer, ‘Dutch or Atlantic’, 76. 
74 Henk den Heijer, De geschiedenis van de WIC (Zutphen 1994) 45. 
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‘The horns of the Company’s dilemma were these: monopoly might better enable the 

Company to meet its vast military budget, but it would also alienate the Portuguese and 

discourage immigration from Holland, thereby increasing the necessity for a large military 

establishment and slowing the reconstruction of the war torn land.’75  

 

An extensive contemporary estimate made by WIC-director Johannes de Laet shows how at 

this time, the costs and income from war and privateering far exceeded the returns on trade for 

the Company (table 2.5). The figures are far from comprehensive: De Laet excluded income 

from state subsidies and the connected expenditure, gave incomplete figures for cargoes, and 

did not include shipping costs for the transport of merchandise. The f 35.8 million in prizes 

conquered on the Spanish and Portuguese that were included in his figures did not accrue to 

the Company in full, but were redistributed among the WIC, stake-holders and the Admiralty 

Boards. These irregularities stemmed from the aim of his exposition, which was to show the 

benefits that the WIC had brought to ‘the nation’ and the costs that the Company had carried 

to this aim on its own account. Nevertheless, table 2.5 gives a good impression of the sheer 

weight of warfare and privateering as part of Company activities.76 

Despite huge military investments, the WIC’s position remained embattled. Under the 

capable governor Johan Maurits van Nassau-Siegen, family of the reigning stadtholder and 

member of the military establishment of the Dutch Republic, the WIC managed to gain 

temporary control over its Brazilian possessions. But the eagerness with which the directors 

jumped at the proposal for unification with the VOC in 1644 showed their awareness of the 

still precarious situation in their most valuable overseas colonies. A string of uprisings of 

Portuguese settlers culminating in full scale war in 1645 sounded the death-knell for the 

Dutch in Brazil, and gave rise to biting criticism of the policies of Company representatives 

on the ground.77 Unable to carry the burden of warfare alone, the directors and stake-holders 

asked and received large subsidies from the States General (see table 2.6). According to one  

  

                                                 
75 Bachman, Peltries or plantations, 146. 
76 This limited aim is not always kept in mind by historians using De Laet’s figures, and the many irregularities 
in his method of administrating sometimes slip into later texts. E.g., the common assertion in the literature that 
the WIC in this period captured 609 ships is based on adding 62 Spanish or Portuguese ships that according to 
De Laet’s list were destroyed to the total of 547 ships he gives as captured by the WIC. However, more careful 
examination shows that the 62 ships destroyed were already included in the total figure of 547. Also, many 
writers accept De Laet’s unproven assertion that since the costs of producing and fitting out the WIC fleets 
apparently did not far diminish the initial WIC capital, they should be brought as a separate post on the account 
of damage done to the Spanish and Portuguese, bringing its total at f 118 million rather than the more careful f 73 
million entered in this table. E.g. Den Heijer, WIC, 65. 
77 E.g. Brasilsche gelt-sack, waer in dat klaerlijck vertoont wort waer dat de participanten van de West Indische 
Compagnie haer geldt ghebleven is (Recife 1647). 
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Table 2.5 Estimate of WIC income, expenditure and damage done to the Spanish and 

Portuguese, 1623-1636 (millions of guilders), based on figures of WIC-director 

Johannes de Laet 

 

Income Expenditure 
Damage done to the Spanish and 

Portuguese 

Value of ships taken 5.5 
Production of 118 ships of 

100-500 lasts 
3.0 

Value of 547 ships taken or 

destroyed 
6.7 

Value of goods taken 30.3 
Production of 101 ships of 

50-90 lasts 
1.0 Value of goods taken 30.3 

Value of imports 14.7 Ammunition and repairs 4.8 Destruction of property 7.6 

  Victuals 18.3 
Loss of income for the 

Spanish crown 
28.5 

  Wages 18.1   

  Cargoes 7.0   

Totals 50.4  52.2  73.1 

 

Source:  Ioannes de Laet, Historie ofte iaerlijck verhael van de verrichtinghen der Geoctroyeerde 

West-Indische Compagnie, zedert haer begin tot het eynde van 't jaer sesthien-hondert 

ses-en-dertich (Leiden 1644). Appendix: 'kort verhael', 1-31. 

 

 

of their request, the stake-holders ‘throw themselves in your [i.e. the States General’s] lap, 

with tears in our eyes, with worrisome hearts, ruined means, desperately, without hope, 

inpatient, not knowing what to say or do’. 78 

The States of Holland lent their support to the Company via its representatives in the 

States General, promising: 

 

‘[T]hat the Highly Esteemed Gentlemen will most seriously observe at the Generalty level 

that the provinces will regard the work of the WIC as an important part of the state, and will 

estimate it at its true value, contributing what each of them respectively is due’.79 

 

Despite state support in the form of men-of-war, soldiers, and an average of f 800,000 per 

  
                                                 
78 Remonstrantie, van de hooft-partijcipanten ende geintresseerde vande West-Indische Compagnie aen alle de 
regenten des vaderlandts (s.l. 1649) A4vso. 
79 NA, Archief van de Oude West-Indische Compagnie, no. 5, ‘Notulen van het Haags Besoigne’, 22 September 
1651, 59vso-60.  
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Table 2.6 State subsidies for the WIC in Brazil, 1645-1651 

 

 Subsidies 

granted 
Aim 

Subsidies paid 

up to 1651 

Still unpaid 

in 1651 

1645 700,000 General petition 700,000  

1646 400,000 General petition 400,000  

1647 486,500 4000 soldiers 340,014 146,486 

1647 300,000 Twelve ships 342,225  

1647 77,320 Armament 64,555 12,765 

1648 400,000 General petition 400,000  

1648 300,000 Victuals 248,178 51,822 

1649 1,200,000 Fortresses and garrisons 1,063,198 136,802 

1650 787,012 2800 soldiers 310,000 477,012 

1651 764,708 Twelve ships: crews, victuals, equipment  764,708 

Total 5,415,540  3,868,170 1,589,595 

 

Sources:  NA, Archief Oude West Indische Compagnie, no. 5. ‘Notulen van het Haags Besoigne’, 

15 mei 1651-2 september 1654, ‘Staet sommier van de petitien’, fol. 73-76 and ‘Concept 

omme bij voorslach enz.’, fol. 77-79 vso. 

 

 

year in subsidies in the years 1645-1651, the WIC did not manage to quell unrest. Finally, 

making use of their alliance with the English during the First Anglo-Dutch War, the 

Portuguese ousted the Company from Brazil in 1654.  

The Second Anglo-Dutch War saw new important losses for the Dutch in the Atlantic, 

especially the loss of the foothold in North-America, the settlement colony of the New 

Netherlands. But in return it also saw the capture of Suriname from the English, which 

became the Dutch Republic’s most important possession in the Western hemisphere. Only an 

ignoramus can now hold the once popular view that trading New Amsterdam for Suriname at 

the Treaty of Westminster concluding the Third Anglo-Dutch War was a mistake. In the 

course of the eighteenth century West Indian trade gained in significance relative to European 

sections of the Dutch trading network, becoming in the words of Jan de Vries and Ad van der 

Woude ‘the most dynamic part of Dutch trade in the eighteenth century’.80 The Dutch 

                                                 
80 De Vries and Van der Woude, First modern economy, 447.  
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possessions in West Africa, the Caribbean and on the Wild Coast also became central hubs in 

the Dutch Republic’s extensive engagement in Transatlantic slavery.81  

However, in the long run the WIC was not the main benefactor of the expansion of trade 

in the hemisphere assigned to it by the charter. When in 1674 the WIC was reconstituted, not 

only the territorial and investor base were more limited, but the WIC’s monopoly was 

stripped to include only the African and the slave trade. Even then, the Company suffered 

from the same dilemmas that had plagued its predecessor. Protective measures such as the 

building of fortresses along the African coasts and the sporadic sending out of Company 

cruisers were directed as much against the Republic’s European and native enemies as against 

Dutch private traders bound for Africa and the Caribbean. Nevertheless, interlopers could use 

the presence of fortresses of other European nations to provide cover for their activities. They 

also found substantial support within the state, particularly the Zeeland Admiralty Board, to 

provide a legal subterfuge for undercutting the WIC.82 Just as in the 1630s divisions between 

regional chambers helped to undermine the WIC monopoly, only with the roles reversed. 

Now Amsterdam merchants had the largest investments in the Company and wanted to 

maintain the monopoly, while many Zeeland merchants shifted between privateering and 

interloping. The first decades of the eighteenth century saw the loss of the asiento to the 

British as a result of the War of the Spanish Succession and the official opening to private 

trade of the Company’s two remaining monopolies in 1730 and 1734, under sustained 

pressure of Zeeland merchants and political representatives.83 With the WIC-charter thus 

stripped, legal private trade was resumed by many Zeeland merchants. A new separate 

company, the Middelburgse Commercie Compagnie, gained the main share of Dutch slave 

trade, causing the name of this small Dutch province to be writ even larger in the annals of 

this great Afro-Carribean tragedy.84 Private trade by the MCC, individual merchants and 

colonists soon completely overshadowed trade by the WIC.  

                                                 
81 Even according to Piet Emmer’s notoriously conservative estimates, around 1770 the trade in enslaved 
Africans added 15 percent to the Dutch trade balance. P.C. Emmer, De Nederlandse slavenhandel 1500-1850 
(Amsterdam 2000) 173. For more up to date figures on the economic impact of slave trade on the economy of 
the Dutch Republic, see Karwan Fatah-Black and Matthias van Rossum. ‘Wat is winst? De economische impact 
van de Nederlandse trans-Atlantische slavenhandel’, Tijdschrift voor Sociale en Economische Geschiedenis, Vol. 
9, no. 1 (2012) 3-29. 
82 Rudolf Paesie, Lorrendrayen op Africa. De illegale goederen- en slavenhandel op West-Afrika tijdens het 
achttiende-eeuwse handelsmonopolie van de West-Indische Compagnie, 1700-1734 (Amsterdam 2008) 48-49. 
83 Henk den Heijer, Goud, ivoor en slaven. Scheepvaart en handel van de Tweede Westindische Compagnie op 
Afrika, 1674-1740 (Zutphen 1997) 304ff. 
84 C. Reinders Folmer-van Prooijen, Van goederenhandel naar slavenhandel. De Middelburgse Commercie 
Compagnie 1720-1755 (Middelburg 2000) 85ff. 
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While losing its dominant position in West Indian trade, the WIC did retain its 

brokerage function of privately organized armed protection. It kept an important share in the 

running of Dutch territories in Africa and the Caribbean, though often through constructions 

of shared governance. For example, Suriname was run by the chartered Society of Suriname, 

in which the WIC, the city of Amsterdam and planter governor Cornelis Aerssen van 

Sommelsdijck initially each owned a third part.85 An important source of income of the WIC 

consisted of its right to levy a special tax on private trade, which brought in f 3.3 million 

between 1730 and the dissolution of the WIC in 1791, in exchange for providing armed 

cruisers to protect West Indian trade.86 Even for this task, however, the Company relied 

heavily on support by the Admiralty Boards. Given the growing importance of this branch of 

trade, the protection of the West African coast and Caribbean waters took increasing priority 

in Admiralty expenditure. Even in the quiet years of the 1730s, when expenditure on 

convoying was seriously cut back, the Amsterdam Admiralty Board regularly fitted out ships 

for expensive cruising across the Atlantic. Table 2.7 shows that in 1738 West Indian 

convoying took up about a third of all means and manpower assigned to trade protection by 

the Amsterdam Board. For many years, this was one of the main forms of armed engagement 

apart from long wars against Algerian and Moroccan privateers which also functioned to 

protect westbound trade. The WIC was sometimes asked to contribute in the costs of 

convoying and cruising operations that were executed on its behalf. This for example was the 

case in the second half of the 1760s, when at the request of the WIC the Admiralty Boards 

decided each on tour to send one ship to the coast of Guinea for the course of six years. The 

entire costs of this operation were estimated at f 695,520, of which the Admiralty Boards 

would pay f 600,000, and the WIC was asked to pay the remaining f 95,520.87 

Despite the growing importance of transatlantic trade, the position of the (reconstituted) 

WIC in the Dutch system of protection always remained much more marginal than that of its 

East Indian counterpart. Throughout its existence, the Company was strangled between 

intense competition from foreign powers forcing it to rely heavily on state support, and the 

easy access to the region for private traders undercutting its monopoly positions. Like the 

VOC, it consolidated many of its brokerage functions in warfare, but in contrast to its older 

  

                                                 
85 J. Marten W. Schalkwijk, The colonial state in the Caribbean. Structural analysis and changing elite networks 
in Suriname, 1650-1920 (The Hague 2010) 93 ff. In 1770, the share of the family Van Aerssen van 
Sommelsdijck was bought by the city of Amsterdam. 
86 Den Heijer, Goud, ivoor en slaven, 372. 
87 NA, Archief Admiraliteitscolleges L, no. 14. ‘Notulen Haagse besognes’, 5 November 1766, fol. 19-19vso. 
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Table 2.7 Convoying ships and cruisers sent out by the Amsterdam Admiralty Board, 1738 

 

Name ship Destination 
Crew 

size 

Wages 

(f) 

Victuals 

(f) 

Extra-

ordinary 

costs (f) 

Total 

costs 

(f) 

Dolphijn Morocco and the Mediterranean 151 29,195 23,599 3,649 56,594 

Spiegelbos Morocco and the Mediterranean 150 26,212 21,545 2,874 50,781 

Brederode Mediterranean 271 51,878 44,342 6,063 102,554 

De Brack Mediterranean 100 20,025 16,144 2,294 38,563 

Hartekamp Morocco 150 25,914 20,900 2,360 49,324 

Westerdijkshorn West Indies 201 37,450 30,327 10,539 78,517 

Beschermer West Indies 201 38,137 30,925 6,389 75,652 

  1,224 228,811 187,782 34,168 451,985 

 

Source: NA, Archief Generaliteitsrekenkamer, no. 548. 

 

 

sister, it gradually lost its hold over trade. Consequently, earlier and more persistently than 

was the case for the East Indies, West Indian trade became a focus for debates on free trade 

and abolition of the Company structure altogether.  

 

 

2.5 European commercial directorates as protection lobbies 

 

While the VOC and the WIC each in their specific ways maintained strong ‘brokerage’ roles 

in the protection of trade in their respective areas, the protection of European trade 

increasingly became the providence of the state. Early commercial directorates such as the 

Directorate for Levantine Trade had organized convoys of its own, as well as forcing 

merchants to take private protective measures. However, with the intensification of inter-

imperial rivalry in crucial trading areas such as the Baltic and the Mediterranean, the securing 

of armed support from the Admiralty Boards became of increasing importance. The tasks of 

later directorates, especially those of Eastern and Muscovy trade, as well as those of the 

Directorate of the Levantine Trade, shifted towards that of organized protection lobbies. They 

actively petitioned the Admiralty Boards, city councils, Provincial States, and States General 

to fit out ships for their respective trading regions, and cooperated with the Admiralty Boards 
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in determining the practical details of convoying operations. Their influence on the long-term 

strategic choices of the state in their respective trading regions was much smaller than that of 

the VOC and WIC. 

Trade protection in European waters always had been to an important extent a state 

affair. The number of ships available for this aim rapidly increased during the first half of the 

seventeenth century. A 1599 resolution of the States General determined that the five 

Admiralty Boards would fit out 31 ships, divided over convoys to the Baltic (9 ships), 

England (7), France (5), Norway (4), Hamburg (3), and 7 ships of the Zeeland Admiralty 

Board specifically destined for the protection of Zeeland merchants.88 According to the 1628 

war budget, the Amsterdam Admiralty Board alone employed 17 ships for the blockade of the 

coast of Flanders, 26 for convoying and cruising, and 9 for military transports and protection 

in internal waters (see table 2.8). Of these various engagements, the stifling of Southern 

Netherland’s trade was the most costly. The ability of the Dutch navy to carry out many tasks 

at once was based on the large number of ships available, but the sizes of crews specified in 

the war budget affirm the image of the pre-1660s navy as a mish-mash of small and medium-

sized vessels. Only seven ships had crews of over a hundred men. Three patrolled the 

Flanders coast, and the other four were destined to take on the Spanish along the Iberian 

coasts.  

By the end of the First Anglo-Dutch War, the war budget showed the truly global 

spread of Dutch power projection, with fourty-one ships bound for France, the Mediterranean 

and West Africa, twenty-nine for the Baltic area, twenty-six for Flanders, Britain and the 

protection of the fishing fleets in the North Sea, and six to the West Indies.89 As a result of the 

naval revolution, the number of ships employed for convoying gradually became less, but the 

size and firepower of the Admiralty ships increased drastically. Up to that time, it had been 

expected of merchants to invest heavily in the means for armed protection. When merchants 

bound for Archangel and Moscow in 1649 requested a regular convoy of several men-of-war 

to assist them against enemy ships and pirates, the States General instead promised only one 

‘good and able warship, well equipped and properly manned’. To make up for the weakness 

of this convoy, they demanded each merchant-man to carry a set number of soldiers, cannons, 

and ammunition, depending on the size of the ship. Ships that did not answer to those 

conditions were not only excluded from the convoying service, but were prohibited ‘to take 

  

                                                 
88 RSG-OS X, 686. Resolution of 22 December 1599. 
89 NA, Archief Staten Generaal, no. 8059. ‘Staet van Oorlogh te water 1654’. 
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Table 2.8 Cost and employment of the navy according to the war budget of 1628 (excluding 

Friesland Admiralty Board) 

 

Destined region Task 
Number of 

ships 

Average 

size of crew 

Total number 

of men 

Projected 

yearly costs 

Coast of Flanders Economic blockade 46 85 3,893 f 967,513 

Spain 

Cruising and 

convoying 

4 106 423 

f 867,204 

France 3 73 220 

North Sea and fisheries 18 75 1,355 

Baltic and Norway 4 75 300 

Unspecified 34 71 2,415 

Total  109 79 8,606 f 1,834,717 

 

Source:  NA, Archief Staten Generaal, no. 8049. ‘Staat van Oorlog te Water, 1628’. 

 

 

on board merchandize as long as there are properly armed ships that require cargo’.90 

However, in areas where traders systematically encountered well equipped enemy war fleets, 

convoys based largely on armed merchant-men proved insufficient. Even before the 

introduction of line-ahead tactics, influential groups of merchants pointed to the incapacity of 

the old system of protection and demanded a bigger role for the state. In 1649 Amsterdam 

Levantine traders petitioned the Amsterdam Admiralty Board, writing: 

 

‘The Gentlemen States of this country have had the insight to make regulations for the 

armament and manning of ships sailing to the Davis Strait, in order that they may hold 

themselves against the Turks and other corsairs. And in times of need, the state has been able 

to use these large and well-armed ships against its enemies (…). But these [armed merchant-

men] are not able to hold out against the mighty armament of French warships, while the 

wellbeing of the nation requires that they persist and that the inhabitants of this nation are 

protected against all violence. (…) Therefore, we request that Your Honors will restore order, 

with such a proficient amount of warships and such competencies as necessary, to end this 

hindrance and violence of the French men-of-war and to let the inhabitants of this city enjoy 

the right of free trade’.91 

 

                                                 
90 Amsterdam City Archive (from here Stadsarchief (SA)), Archief van de Directie van de Moscovische handel, 
no. 6: ‘Ordre (...) ghemaeckt op het bevaren van Archangel in Moscovien’ [1649]. 
91 NA, Archief Directie van de Levantse Handel, no. 236, ‘rekesten en missiven’, request of 1649. 
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During the second half of the seventeenth century, the Dutch Admiralty Boards usually sent 

two convoys each year to the Mediterranean. According to the English envoy in Tuscany, this 

was the key factor why after 1648 the Dutch managed to supplant the English as main traders 

in the region: 

 

‘The reason is the Dutch, observing that all foreigners gave greater freights to our ships than 

theirs, by reason of the goodnesse of our vessels, they, partly for their own security, against 

the Barbary Coast, partly to invite forraigners to load on their vessels, send out a yearly 

convoy to protect theyr ships which takes up all the Spanish money and fine goods from 

Spayn for Italy, from Italy for the Levant and agayn from the Levant for Italy and from Italy 

to Spayne and in this trade they employ theyr men of warr.’92 

 

Thus, lobbying for protection by the Directory of the Levantine Trade proved highly 

successful. 

Until the First Anglo-Dutch War, merchants could ask both the Admiralty Boards and 

the urban Directies for providing armed protection. With the transition to a permanent state 

navy, the second option was closed. However, as was the case with the increased use of VOC 

ships for naval operations in the 1650s and 1660s, the naval revolution did not lead to a 

decline in the role of merchant-men in organized protection in one go. The first response of 

merchants to increasing competition was both to ask the state for more intensive and regular 

convoying, and to prop up their own defensive measures. A list of the armature of Dutch 

merchant ships present in the Mediterranean area in December 1664, just before the outbreak 

of the Second Anglo-Dutch War, shows the extent to which merchant-men at that point still 

effectively could operate as a second base navy (see table 2.9).  

 

 

Table 2.9 Armature of Dutch merchant-men present in the Mediterranean, December 1664 

 

Number of guns 18 20 22 24 26 28 30 32 34 

Number of ships 2 7 2 5 7 31 13 9 6 

 

Source:  K. Heeringa, Bronnen tot de geschiedenis van den Levantschen handel. Volume II: 1661-

1726 (The Hague 1917) 113-115. 

  

                                                 
92 Quoted in Israel, Dutch primacy, 229. 
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At this time, there were a number of short-lived experiments to involve merchants even more 

closely in formulating the state response to the threats to Dutch trade, filling the gap left by 

the abolition of the Directies. One example of this was the College of Commerce that was 

established by the Amsterdam burgomasters to ‘keep an eye on the conservation and 

augmentation of the trade of this city’.93 This college expressly dealt with problems of piracy, 

the threats posed by armed foreign competitors, and the amelioration of protective measures 

such as convoying. Characteristically, it was composed of four representatives of the 

Amsterdam magistrate, and twenty-two representatives of the major Amsterdam merchant 

groups; two directors of the VOC, two of the WIC, two of the Directorate of the Levantine 

Trade, two traders on Spain, one on Portugal, two on England, three on France, three on the 

Baltic, one on Moscow, a whaler, a cloth merchant, a draper, and a soap merchant.94 The 

College made detailed suggestions on issues such as the best location for cruisers and the way 

in which the Directorate of the Levantine Trade should supervise the armature on board of 

merchant ships in the Mediterranean.95 However, after the outbreak of the Second Anglo-

Dutch War in 1665 the College stopped working.  

The reasons why merchants did not feel an immediate need to replace the urban 

Directies with new permanent institutions seems rather straightforward. At no point before or 

after this time was the navy employed so resolutely and with such success in favor of the 

global trading interests of Dutch merchants. Under the regents’ unhampered rule, merchants 

could be confident they had a government committed, in the words of its leading 

representative Johan de Witt, to securing ‘that all dangers to the navigation and commerce of 

the good inhabitants of this nation will be avoided, and no advantages for them will be 

neglected’.96 The top merchant families continued to be represented on the Amsterdam 

Admiralty Board. In 1650 wealthy Levant trader Pieter van Alteren took the important 

administrative position of fiscal advocate (advocaat-fiscaal), which he held until 1666. Baltic 

interests were represented by Admiralty councilors Andries Bicker, who was an active trader 

in this region, and Cornelis Witsen, son of a leading grain merchant and prominent participant 

in the Russian trade.97 Individual merchant houses such as that of Momma-Reenstierna, Grill, 

Trip and De Geer with their commercial empires in arms, copper and iron had managed to 
                                                 
93 H. Brugmans (ed), ‘De notulen en munimenten van het College van Commercie te Amsterdam, 1663-1665’, 
in: Bijdragen en Mededeelingen van het Historisch Genootschap, Volume XVIII (1897) 181-330, 206. 
94 Ibid, 211-212. 
95 E.g. the advice of 5 February 1664, ibid, 226-228. 
96 Letter to the majors of Amsterdam, 7 April 1657, Robert Fruin (ed), Brieven van Johan de Witt. Volume I: 
1650-1657 (1658) (Amsterdam 1906) 492. 
97 Johan Elias, De Vroedschap van Amsterdam, 1578-1795. Volume 1 (Haarlem 1903) 433 (Van Alteren), 346 
(Bicker), and 437 (Witsen). 
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gain great diplomatic and political influence.98 In the Baltic, traditionally considered the 

anchor of the Dutch trading emporium, the States General engaged in a bout of gunboat 

diplomacy to break all protective walls put up by the regional powers.99 At its peak in 1659 

the Dutch Republic had as much as seventy warships in Danish waters.100 As Gerard Brandt, 

the seventeenth century hagiographer of Michiel de Ruyter, noted, often ‘the fear of Holland’s 

weapons, as if signed with the mark of freedom, was powerful enough (…) to secure free 

shipping and trade in the Eastern seas without bloodshed.’101 But having the upper hand in the 

region, the Gentlemen States were not reluctant to engage in actual bloodshed when the need 

arose. Attempts by France and Sweden to use the fallout from the Second and Third Anglo-

Dutch Wars to push the Dutch out of their leading position in the region were checked by 

heavy armed intervention, including the landing of a combined Dutch-Danish force on the 

Swedish coast in 1676. As Jonathan Israel asserts, ‘Dutch naval power was vital to the post-

1674 revival of Dutch commerce.’102  

Fundamental shifts in the balance between geopolitics and trading interests occurred in 

the final decades of the seventeenth century as a result of sustained challenges to Dutch 

commercial hegemony. The political turning point of 1688, bringing together the Dutch 

Republic and its main economic competitor England in a Grand Alliance under Stadtholder-

King William III, affected core aspects of the strategic geography of naval warfare. More than 

in the preceding decades, tension arose between the need for sustained intervention of the 

fleet in great-power struggle and the short-term requirements of trade protection. This tension 

can best be traced in developments in the Baltic. It is significant that both Directorates for the 

Eastern trade, one for the Baltic and one for Russia, emerged in the course of the Nine Years’ 

War. Their aim was straightforward: the Directorate for Muscovy Trade initially was named 

‘Deputies for the Request of Convoy’. Both directorates were modeled along the lines of the 

Directorate of the Levantine Trade. Their primary aim was to petition for convoys and 

provide detailed information to the Admiralty Boards on the practicalities of trade – on the 

diplomatic needs of the commercial communities, the best times for doing business, or the 

                                                 
98 On Trip and De Geer: P.W.Klein, De Trippen in de 17e eeuw. Een studie over het ondernemersgedrag op de 
Hollandse stapelmarkt (Assen 1965) 98, on Momma-Reenstierna and Grill: Leos Müller, The merchant houses 
of Stockholm, c. 1640-1800. A comparative study of early-modern entrepreneurial behaviour (Uppsala 1998) 
55ff. 
99 For summary accounts, see Bruijn, Dutch navy, 83-98, and Anja Tjaden, ‘The Dutch in the Baltic, 1544-1721’, 
in: Gören Rystad, Klaus Böhme and Wilhelm Carlgren (eds), In quest of trade and security. The Baltic in power 
politics 1500-1990. Volume I: 1500-1890 (Lund 1994) 61-136, esp. 85ff.  
100 Glete, Swedish naval administration, 111. 
101 Gerard Brandt, Het leven en bedryf van den heere Michiel de Ruiter. Hertog, Ridder, &c. L. Admiraal 
Generaal van Hollandt en Westvrieslandt (Amsterdam 1687) 100. 
102 Israel, Dutch primacy, 300. 
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ideal locations for cruising and gathering the return fleets.103 Three intersecting processes put 

growing pressure on Dutch Baltic traders, creating the need for such organized lobbying. The 

Northern War of 1655-1660, three Anglo-Dutch Wars, and the Franco-Dutch War of 1672-

1678 had all temporarily increased insecurity for Dutch merchants operating in the region. 

But after 1689, with twenty-five years of Franco-Dutch warfare partially overlapping with the 

Great Northern War of 1700-1721, war became the permanent condition of Baltic trade. This 

put strong upward pressures on fright and insurance rates. Secondly, the Dutch faced tougher 

economic competition created by the upswing of English trade in the region. In 1690 Dutch 

ships for the first time formed only forty percent of all ships crossing the Sound, and in 1696 

this figure even dropped to twenty-five percent.104  

Thirdly, and perhaps most importantly, the shifting balance of military power and 

commercial strength was affirmed in a new political relation between the Dutch Republic and 

its main competitor for regional influence, Britain. The Anglo-Dutch alliance of 1689 meant 

that officially, both fleets now operated jointly both in naval operations and the sending out of 

convoys in a ratio set at three Dutch ship against five English men-of-war. Initially, it was the 

city of Amsterdam and its Admiralty Board that lobbied for this arrangement, which was seen 

as a clever way to divert the costs of protection to the English while continuing to reap 

protection benefits.105 There were frequent complaints from the War of the Spanish 

Succession onwards that the Dutch did not even match their minority share in convoying 

fleets, thereby forcing the English to bear the brunt of keeping Scandinavian waters open for 

Dutch trade.106 But gaining short-term competitive advantages on the British by this classic 

act of free-riding came at a price. The fact that the military allies were at the same time the 

main economic competitors in the region created the real danger that British growing military 

and diplomatic presence in the long run would be used to gain economic advantages on Dutch 

traders.107 That this danger was far from imaginary became apparent already during the War 

of the Spanish Succession, when the British used the terms of the alliance to enforce a much 

stricter embargo on carrying Baltic goods to France than the States General desired.108 

                                                 
103 SA, Archief van de directie van de Oostersche handel en reederijen, no. 156, ‘Proiect Memorij, hoemen met 
12 schepen van Oorloge zoude kunnen convoijeren naar dantzik & Coninkbergen Riga & Revall’ (without date). 
104 Israel, Dutch primacy, 302. 
105 Snapper, Oorlogsinvloeden, 185. 
106 John B. Hattendorf, ‘“To aid and assist the other”. Anglo-Dutch cooperation in coalition warfare at sea, 1689-
1714’, in: Jan A.F. de Jongste and Augustus J. Veenendaal Jr. (eds), Anthonie Heinsius and the Dutch Republic 
1688-1720. Politics, war, and finance (The Hague 2002) 177-198, 193. 
107 On the debates this evocated, see Tjaden, ‘The Dutch in the Baltic’, 117. 
108 J.S.Bromley, Corsairs and navies 1660-1760 (London 1987) 44. The English political economist Davenant 
already traced the contradictions in the Anglo-Dutch alliance at an early stage: ‘Never any League in its Nature 
was more difficult to hold together, than that which England has been lately engag’d in: Trading Countries were 
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Of course, this did not mean that armed protection for Baltic trade disappeared 

altogether. Despite the continuation of warfare and the great financial burden on the 

Admiralty Boards, the Eastern Directorates managed to secure intensive convoying in the 

Baltic region (see table 2.10). The lists of armature present on merchant ships provided by the 

naval commanders of the convoys shows the great distance with the situation of the mid-

seventeenth century, when many merchant-men were still so heavily armed that they could be 

considered part of the convoying force. Now, most merchant-men sailed either unarmed or 

with no more than two cannons on board. Protection relied far more on the presence of 

heavily armed Admiralty ships. More detailed information on one convoyed merchant fleet 

sailing in July 1709 gives an impression of the enormous value protected by the navy, in this 

case between f 4 and 5 million (see table 2.11). 

Shifts in power in the long run were decisive in the loss of Dutch trading hegemony in 

the Baltic ‘mother trade’. In the aftermath of the War of the Spanish Succession, the Dutch for 

the last time managed to gain a fifty percent share of shipping across the Sound. However, 

once the Great Northern War ended Scandinavian traders managed to partially undercut the 

Dutch. The English profited through favorable trading conditions negotiated in Sweden and 

Norway. While the absolute number of Dutch merchant voyages through the Sound was 

larger during most decades of the eighteenth century than during the second half of the 

seventeenth century, the Dutch share in the total trade gradually fell to just over forty percent 

in the 1720s and 1730s, and under thirty-five percent in the 1750s and 1760s.109 During these 

decades, the armed presence of the Dutch fleet in the region dwindled. The standing of the 

Dutch navy in the region had declined so much, that the sending of armed convoys during the 

Russo-Swedish War of 1741-1743 did not even suffice to end the large-scale attacks on Dutch 

merchant-men in the region.110  

These long-term developments in the Baltic area show that in European waters, 

merchants were much more dependent on direct state intervention for the organization of 

violence than ever was the case for the VOC and WIC. Brokerage forms of protection, such as 

the heavily arming of merchant ships, became of less use after the revolution in naval warfare 

  
                                                                                                                                                         
to be persuaded to a long War, which they seldom care for: We were to support the Dutch; and the Dutch were to 
join with us, tho’ Rivals and jealous of one another, in Matters relating to Traffick.’ Charles Davenant, 
Discourses on the publick revenues, and on the trade of England, &c. Part II (London 1698) 90-91. 
109 David Ormrod, The rise of commercial empires. England and the Netherlands in the age of Mercantilism, 
1650-1770 (Cambridge 2003) 284. 
110 Jacques Ph. S. Lemmink, ‘Dutch convoys in the Baltic during the Russo-Swedish War 1741-1743’, in: J.Ph.S. 
Lemmink and J.S.A.M. van Koningsbrugge (eds), Baltic affairs. Relations between the Netherlands and North-
Eastern Europe 1500-1800 (Nijmegen 1990) 161-204, 172. 



122 

Table 2.10 Merchant fleets convoyed in the Baltic area by Dutch squadrons, 1705-1711 (east- 

and westbound) 

 

Year 
Number of 

convoys 

Number of merchant-

men convoyed 

Total size of 

convoyed crews 

Total number of 

cannons carried by 

convoyed ships 

1705 1 197 1,713 97 

1706 2 159 1,534 275 

1707 3 286 2,691 375 

1708 4 200 >1,556 >197 

1709 3 286 >3,061 >547 

1710 6 374 3,931 683 

1711 7 664 >5,450 >807 

 

Sources:  SA, Archief van de Directie van de Oostersche Handel en Reederijen, no. 165-172. 

 

Table 2.11 Estimated values of goods protected by convoy of 25 July 1709 

 

Type of goods Quantity (lasts) 
Prize on Amsterdam 

market (guilders / last) 

Expected return 

(in guilders) 

Rye 9,232 206.3 1,904,608 

Wheat 4,349 299.4 1,302,243 

Barley 613.5 130.3 79,915 

Line seed 967 9.0 8,713 

Buckwheat 365 126.1 46,012 

Hempseed 303.8 0.4 120 

Flax 21 9.0 189 

  Subtotal 3,341,779 

Malt, Potash, Tar, Wood, 

Masts, Piece-goods, Wool, 

Hemp, 179 iron cannons 

Prize or quantity unknown 

  
Estimated total 

4,000,000 – 

5,000,000 

 

Sources:  SA, Archief van de Directie van de Oostersche Handel en Reederijen, no. 172. Prices 

calculated on the basis of the price-lists on the Amsterdam bourse, compiled by N.W. 

Posthumus, Nederlandsche prijsgeschiedenis. Volume I (Leiden 1943).  
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of the 1650s. Trade therefore intersected even more directly than in the colonial areas with 

inter-state conflict. Especially from the second half of the seventeenth century onwards, 

merchant directorates adapted to this situation by functioning less as brokerage-type 

protection organizing agents, and more as protection lobbies.  

 

 

2.6 The navy, merchants, and protection costs 

 

There is a persistent strand in Dutch naval historiography that unites eighteenth century 

imperial overstretch, a politico-moral degeneration of the rulers of the republic and the 

waning of Dutch naval power into a single grand narrative on the loss of Dutch commercial 

hegemony. The underlying mechanisms linking these diverse factors into one singular process 

of decline can easily be constructed. A secular diminishing of Dutch trade, this line of 

argument holds, led to a fall in custom revenues which formed the main source for financing 

naval operations for trade protection. The resulting gap in Admiralty finances could only be 

solved by an injection of state subsidies. But the financial crisis following the War of the 

Spanish Succession, combined with the ‘aristocratization’ of Dutch political elites and their 

reduced interest in trade, prevented such financial counter-measures. The effectiveness of 

Admiralty government was thus undercut, leading to demoralization and corruption, further 

affecting the readiness of the Dutch fleet. This negative spiral, it is alleged, proved 

unbreakable within the old political structures, and culminated first in withdrawal from naval 

competition and then defeat in the Fourth Anglo-Dutch War.111  

The source of this grand narrative can be found in the intense political debates of the 

late eighteenth century. The critiques of the ancien régime constructed a binary opposition 

between the golden seventeenth century, when far-sighted politicians with an eye to 

commerce employed sea power to protect Dutch trading interests, and the barren eighteenth 

century when the interests of trade were sacrificed to decadent finance and corrupt 

administrators neglected the impediments of naval competition.112 The basic elements of this 

view were carried over by nineteenth century naval historians such as J.C. de Jonge.113 A 

                                                 
111 E.g. Snapper, Oorlogsinvloeden, 160-161, and Bruijn, Dutch navy, 145-146 and 160-161. 
112 E.g. I. Leonard Leeb, The ideological origins of the Batavian Revolution. History and politics in the Dutch 
Republic 1747-1800 (The Hague 1973) 86 ff, and Dorothee Sturkenboom, ‘Merchants on the defensive. National 
self-images in the Dutch Republic of the late eighteenth century’, in: Margaret C. Jacob and Catherine Secretan 
(eds), The self-perception of early modern capitalists (New York 2008) 99-122, 113.  
113 J.C. de Jonge, Geschiedenis van het Nederlandsche Zeewezen. Volume IV (Haarlem 1861) 388. 
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moderate version of the same story can still be discerned in the work of Jaap Bruijn, the most 

prominent contemporary naval historian. Bruijn insists that after the War of the Spanish 

Succession, the Dutch war fleet degenerated into a ‘second rate navy’.114 This qualification is 

a generalization of an argument made in his dissertation on the Amsterdam Admiralty Board 

in the ‘quiet years’ from 1713-1751. Looking at the 1740s, he concluded that for a string of 

financial and political reasons ‘[t]he precarious balance between incomes and expenditure was 

completely disturbed’. He assumed that this situation was not really rectified until the end of 

the Republic, thus laying the basis for the disastrous performance of the Dutch navy during 

the Fourth Anglo-Dutch War.115  

The image of Admiralty administrations caught between a dual squeeze of declining 

customs and political unwillingness to pay subsidies has persisted, despite major criticism of 

its underlying presumptions. As was already noted in the introdcuction, modern economic 

historians have challenged the idea of a secular decline of Dutch trade from the late 

seventeenth century onwards, instead emphasizing continued commercial strength until late in 

the eighteenth century. Although total custom incomes gradually fell, especially in Holland as 

the richest and most dynamic province, this fall was far from dramatic.116 On the other hand, 

Wantje Fritschy’s major reconstruction of eighteenth century government finances showed 

that there was no marked decline in willingness to mobilize the still powerful tax-base of the 

United Provinces for warfare.117 Recent reconstructions of the finances of the Zeeland 

Admiralty Board by Wietse Veenstra seriously questioned the idea that this institution, one of 

the least well funded of the five Dutch Admiralty Boards, could be described as ineffective or 

lethargic around the time of the Fourth Anglo-Dutch War.118 

Closer examination of the development of the finances of the Amsterdam Admiralty 

Board further strengthens these findings (chart 2.1 and 2.2). The basis for this examination is 

a full reconstruction of the yearly accounts sent by the receiver general of this institution to 

the Generalty Audit Office. Such accounts are available from 1681 onwards, and run to the 

  

                                                 
114 Bruijn, Dutch navy, 145 ff. 
115 J.R. Bruijn, De admiraliteit van Amsterdam in rustige jaren, 1713-1751. Regenten en financiën, schepen en 
zeevarenden (Amsterdam / Haarlem 1970) 168.  
116 De Vries and Van der Woude, First modern economy, 495ff.  
117 Wantje Fritschy, De Patriotten en de financiën van de Bataafse Republiek. Hollands krediet en de smalle 
marges voor een nieuw beleid (1795-1801) (The Hague 1988) 61-64. 
118 Wietse Veenstra, ‘Geld is de zenuw van de oorlog. De financiën van de Zeeuwse admiraliteit in de achttiende 
eeuw (1698-1795)’, Archief. Mededelingen van het Koninklijk Zeeuwsch Genootschap der Wetenschappen 
(2008) 91-120. 



Chart 2.1 Combined income of the Amsterdam 

 

 

Sources:  NA, Archief Generaliteitsrekenkamer 1586

(for procedure of reconstruction, see Annex Three).
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Chart 2.2 Combined expenditure of the Amsterdam 

 

 

Sources:  NA, Archief Generaliteitsrekenkamer 1586

(for procedure of reconstruction, see Annex Three).
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end of the Republic in January 1795.119 Table 2.12 and 2.13 compare these figures for 

Amsterdam with Wietse Veenstra’s reconstruction for Zeeland, as well as the unreconstructed 

– and therefore very rough – figures from the Rotterdam and Northern Quarter Admiralty 

Boards. These are the most complete figures to date on naval income and spending during the 

‘long eighteenth century’, providing a solid base for the rejection of some of the main 

assumptions of the older historiographic tradition on the evolution of Dutch naval power. 

One of the most striking features of the evolution of the finances of the Holland 

Admiralty Boards is the level of continuity between the late seventeenth and the eighteenth 

century. The figures for the peace decade of the 1680s are incomplete, since they exclude the 

year 1680 for Amsterdam and Rotterdam, and the years 1680-1684 for the Northern Quarter. 

But even when compensating generously for these deficiencies, total income and expenditure 

will not have been above that of the eighteenth century peace decades of the 1720s, 1760s, or 

1770s. The peak in expenditure during the 1780s shows that state finances were sufficiently 

elastic to respond rapidly to emergencies. In fact, yearly expenditure during the Fourth Anglo-

Dutch War was considerably higher than that during the Nine Years’ War and the War of the 

Spanish Succession. In 1782 alone the Amsterdam Admiralty Board spent f 8.15 million, and 

the combined expenditure of the three Holland Admiralty Boards can be estimated at around f 

15 million, an all-time record.  

Unfortunately, no comparative figures exist for earlier war decades in the seventeenth 

century. But it is possible to make an estimate by combining figures for the two main sources 

of income of the Admiralty Boards, customs and consented petitions. Together, they form a 

good indication for the limits of naval spending. For the 1650s and 1660s total custom 

  

                                                 
119 NA, Archief Generaliteitsrekenkamer 1586-1799, nos. 490-717. The only gap in this complete series is 1780. 
For this year, an estimate has been entered based on a note on incomes and expenditures that year by fiscal 
advocate Van der Hoop, NA, Archief J.C. van der Hoop, no. 161, ‘inkomsten en uitgaven van de Admiraliteit 
van Amsterdam, 1778-1787’. Reconstruction of the accounts is necessary, since the total figures for income and 
expenses given in the summary accounts made by the receivers general often included large (and cumulative) 
sums for the remainders or shortages on the previous accounts, as well as some other large irregularities. Annex 
Three contains a description of the steps taken from the ‘borderel’, the summary accounts drawn up by the 
receiver general, to the reconstruction presented here. A general difficulty with the figures is that according to 
the style of accounting customary in Dutch government finances, expenses were only written down once they 
were actually paid. Given the frequency of great time-lags between the moment of deciding a certain form of 
expenditure and payment, the accounts do not reflect faithfully the expenditures of each individual year. Taking 
aggregate figures of expenditure per decade straightens out this irregularity. A last point to be noted is that loans 
were included in the income figures, since down-payment on loans and interest payments could not be separated 
on the expenses side. My gratitude goes to Wietse Veenstra, who was kind enough to provide me with his yearly 
aggregate figures for the Zeeland Admiralty Board, and pointed out some shortcomings in my earlier 
calculations.  
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Table 2.12 Total incomes of Amsterdam, Zeeland, Rotterdam, and Northern Quarter 

Admiralty Boards, 1680-1795 (millions of guilders) 

 

 
Amsterdam 

(reconstructed) 

Zeeland 

(reconstructed) 

Rotterdam 

(partially 

reconstructed) 

Northern Quarter 

(partially 

reconstructed) 

1680-1689 18.3 3.9 6.6 2.2 

1690-1699 42.3 11.8 18.6 12.1 

1700-1709 33.6 7.7 14.0 9.4 

1710-1719 25.7 5.3 8.8 3.4 

1720-1729 22.1 3.7 9.0 3.5 

1730-1739 18.5 3.7 7.0 2.7 

1740-1749 21.2 6.2 8.9 3.1 

1750-1759 20.2 4.4 8.1 2.9 

1760-1769 24.7 4.5 9.9 3.1 

1770-1779 21.7 4.6 8.8 2.4 

1780-1789 47.4 7.8 25.3 12.2 

1790-1795 15.5 2.7 2.1 2.0 

 

Sources:  NA, Archief Generaliteitsrekenkamer 1586-1799, nos. 113-332 (Rotterdam), 490-717 

(Amsterdam), 721-943 (Northern Quarter). Amsterdam: 1680 missing, 1780 estimate, 

1795 missing / Zeeland: 1795 up to March, figures courtesy to Wietse Veenstra / 

Rotterdam: 1680, 1703, 1780, 1792-1795 missing / Northern Quarter: 1680-1684, 1795 

missing / Amsterdam figures are reconstructed according to the procedure explained in 

Annex Three. Rotterdam and Northern Quarter figures are based on the totals given by 

the receiver generals of the Admiralty Boards, corrected only for internal transfers on the 

accounts and unpaid subsidies. These figures therefore only provide a rough indication. 

Zeeland figures courtesy to Wietse Veenstra. 
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Table 2.13 Total expenditures of Amsterdam, Zeeland, Rotterdam, and Northern Quarter 

Admiralty Boards, 1680-1795 (millions of guilders) 

 

 
Amsterdam 

(reconstructed) 

Zeeland 

(reconstructed) 

Rotterdam 

(corrected, not 

reconstructed) 

Northern Quarter 

(corrected, not 

reconstructed) 

1680-1689 18.1 4.3 6.4 2.2 

1690-1699 40.8 12.1 19.3 12.1 

1700-1709 35.7 7.2 14.5 8.4 

1710-1719 23.3 4.9 8.2 4.0 

1720-1729 21.3 4.1 8.9 3.5 

1730-1739 20.1 3.8 8.2 2.8 

1740-1749 20.6 5.7 8.9 3.3 

1750-1759 20.1 4.6 8.0 3.4 

1760-1769 24.1 4.7 10.1 2.8 

1770-1779 21.7 4.3 8.7 2.4 

1780-1789 47.4 7.7 25.2 13.4 

1790-1795 14.9 2.7 2.6 1.5 

 

Sources:  NA, Archief Generaliteitsrekenkamer 1586-1799, nos. 113-332 (Rotterdam), 490-717 

(Amsterdam), 721-943 (Northern Quarter). Amsterdam: 1680 missing, 1780 estimate, 

1795 missing / Zeeland: 1795 up to March, figures courtesy to Wietse Veenstra / 

Rotterdam: 1680, 1703, 1780, 1792-1795 missing / Northern Quarter: 1680-1684, 1795 

missing / Amsterdam figures are reconstructed according to the procedure explained in 

Annex Three. Rotterdam and Northern Quarter figures are based on the totals given by 

the Admiralty Board receiver generals, corrected only for internal transfers on the 

accounts and unpaid subsidies. These figures therefore only provide a rough indication. 

Zeeland figures courtesy to Wietse Veenstra. 
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incomes amounted to f 17.6 and f 16.1 million respectively.120 Incomes from subsidies are 

harder to estimate. According to an eighteenth-century summary, the provinces consented to 

paying a total of f 18.8 million for the 1650s and f 30.8 million for the 1660s.121 However, in 

the seventeenth century as much as in the eighteenth, subsidies were not always paid with 

great punctuality.122 Even if this would have been the case, the difference in size of naval 

expenditure is striking. All Admiralty Boards together (including Zeeland and Friesland) 

could not have had a budget far exceeding f 36.4 million during the 1650s and f 46.9 million 

during the 1660s, against approximately f 85 million during the 1690s and f 93 million during 

the 1780s, excluding Friesland. That these figures give a good indication is apparent from the 

only available full budget for naval expenditure during the First Anglo-Dutch War, summed 

up in table 2.14. During this year of intense naval engagement, the total budget of all 

Admiralty Boards remained just under f 5 million, while average yearly expenditure by the 

three Holland Admiralty Boards and Zeeland combined reached f 8.5 million during the 1690s 

and f 9.3 million during the 1780s. 

Taking this long view, the financial problems faced by the Admiralty Boards in the 

decades around the middle of the eighteenth century seem much less dramatic than they 

appeared to Jaap Bruijn, who compared the functioning of the Amsterdam Admiralty Board in 

this period with the turn of the century high-point of activity. They certainly are not indicative 

of a trend spanning the entire eighteenth century. The Amsterdam figures in chart 2.1 also 

disprove the assumed mechanism behind naval decline, the secular squeeze of Admiralty 

finances. Custom incomes did fall slightly in the decades after the War of the Spanish 

Succession, but remained more or less constant at an average of f 800,000-1,000,000 per year 

from the 1730s onwards, still higher than most years before 1680, and partly compensated by 

the greater regularity in VOC-contributions.123 Political unwillingness to grand new subsidies 

in the period immediately after the War of the Spanish Succession did contribute to the 1730s 

and 1740s problems in Admiralty finances. But from the 1760s onwards, this factor seems to 

have lost its importance, with the Province of Holland stepping in and paying large 

contributions. During the 1760s the Amsterdam Admiralty Board received f 7.8 million in 

subsidies, a sum unprecedented in peacetime.  
                                                 
120 Harold Edward Becht, Statistische gegevens betreffende den handelsomzet van de Republiek der Vereenigde 
Nederlanden gedurende de 17e eeuw (1579-1715) (The Hague 1908) Table 1 (appendices). 
121 NA, Archief Admiraliteitscolleges XXXI, J. Bisdom 1525-1793, no. 89. ‘Aanteekeningen omtrent de 
financiën’. 
122 As can be seen, among others, from a 1665 report on unpaid subsidies of the inland provinces to the 
Admiralty of the Northern Quarter, noting over f 200,000 in outstanding subsidies going back as far as 1653. 
NA, Archief Staten-Generaal, no. 9228, ‘Verbael van heeren J. de Wit, etc.’, 28 March 1665. 
123 Becht, Statistische gegevens, table 1. 
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Table 2.14 Ex-ante income and expenditure of the five Admiralty Boards, 1654 (guilders) 

 

 Rotterdam Amsterdam Zeeland 
Northern 

Quarter 
Friesland Total 

Income       

Customs 402,527 1,331,996 369,880 94,597 60,827 2,259,827 

Requested subsidies 323,114 1,017,861 515,800 574,472 212,955 2,644,202 

Total 725,641 2,349,857 885,680 669,069 273,782 4,904,029 

Expenditure       

Equipment 393,171 1,506,371 581,850 456,324 146,076 3,083,792 

Buying of ships 120,000 480,000 210,000 150,000 60,000 1,020,000 

Interest on loans 68,581 126,487 26,830 24,165 15,586 261,649 

Extraordinary costs 

captains 
9,000 20,000   1,440 30,440 

Care for the wounded 15,000  9,000  1,000 25,000 

Travel expenses for 

administrators 
19,000 25,000  34,579 8,292 86,871 

Costs of 

administration 
18,000  58000  2,000 78,000 

Salaries of 

administrators 
74,889 82,000   38,696 195,585 

Restitution customs 8,000    700 8,700 

Maintenance of 

shipyards and ships 
 20,000  4,000  24,000 

Building and 

replacement of ships 
 90,000    90,000 

Total 725,641 2,349,858 885,680 669,068 273,790 4,904,037 

 

Source:  NA, Archief Fagel, no. 1088, ‘Extract Staat van Oorlog te water 1654’.  

 

 

The figures also cast doubt on a third aspect of the conventional explanations of eighteenth 

century naval involution: a secular rise in the costs of management due to growing corruption. 

As is shown in chart 2.3, expenditure on operations and upkeep of the fleet fluctuated, but at 

no point sank below half of naval expenditure, and most of the time lay well above sixty 

percent (with levels above seventy percent in war decades). Of course, corruption and 

mismanagement could have led to unnecessary expenditures on materials and wages. But 
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Chart 2.3 Operations and upkeep as percentage of expenditure Amsterdam Admiralty Board 

 

 

 

Sources:  NA, Archief Generaliteitsrekenkamer 1586-1799, nos. 490-717, reconstructed accounts. 

 

 

except for – deeply politically motivated – contemporary complaints about inefficiency and 

corruption, there is no evidence for the assumption that this would have occurred more 

frequently during the eighteenth than the seventeenth century. As the next chapter will show, 

the eighteenth century saw important innovations in efficient economic management at the 

Amsterdam shipyards, partly to counter the financial problems of the Admiralty Boards of the 

1730s and 1740s. Up until the 1780s management costs of the Amsterdam Board remained 

stable at around f 200,000 per year. 

A final argument for financial decline as the main factor behind the ineffectiveness of 

the eighteenth-century Dutch navy is that while nominal war levels and peace levels of 

expenditure did not drop dramatically, inflation made for a sharp decline in real expenditure. 

Jan Luiten van Zanden’s calculations of early modern consumer price indices (CPI) show that 

between 1680 (a year of low prices) and 1780 overall inflation stood at about twenty 

percent.124 However, it is unclear how inflation affected the costs of shipbuilding. As will be 

shown in the next chapter, wages and expenses on victuals were fixed in the mid-seventeenth 

century, excluding these items from general price rises. Wood prizes, the other large factor in 

the costs of shipbuilding, did increase. But such an increase could be counteracted by shifting 

from more expensive Scandinavian wood to cheaper (and lower quality) German wood, as 

                                                 
124 Jan Luiten van Zanden, ‘Prices and wages and the cost of living in the western part of the Netherlands, 1450-
1800’, online database, http://www.iisg.nl/hpw/brenv.php (accessed 14 June 2012). 
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was done by the naval shipyards in the course of the eighteenth century.125 Any comparison of 

shipbuilding costs over time is problematic, given the changes in the requirements placed on 

warships in the course of this period. Nevertheless, there are reasons to assume that for most 

of the eighteenth century costs did not increase sharply. During the 1760s the Amsterdam 

naval shipyard turned out approximately as many ships (18) as during the 1700s (17). On 

average, these were ships of a larger category. Nevertheless, combined costs of shipyard 

wages and building materials for the latter decade were lower than for the first decade of the 

eighteenth century, and only slightly higher than for the 1710s and 1720s when fewer ships 

were built. Only for the year 1781, at the high point of wartime naval expansion, do figures 

compiled by the Admiralty Boards themselves show an extraordinary increase in the costs of 

building. At that time, a calculation by Amsterdam fiscal advocate Van der Hoop put the price 

of a man-of-war carrying seventy pieces at f 510,000, almost double the costs of building a 

similar size ship in 1748.126 But coming back to the main argument, even then high prices did 

not deflect the Dutch state from launching its largest building program since the seventeenth 

century.  

The figures presented in this section in themselves do not explain why, in the course of 

the eighteenth century, the Dutch navy proved no match for the English competitors, and in 

terms of size fell behind those of France (by the mid-1720s), Spain (during the 1730s and 

again from the mid-1750s onwards), and Russia (by 1775), turning it into the fifth largest 

navy of Europe by 1785-1790.127 But they do show that a decline in financial capabilities of 

the Dutch Republic do not form a likely explanation. Rather, the explanation should focus on 

the sharp upward shift in naval spending by the competing powers, and the reasons of the 

Dutch Republic not to follow suit.128 The expansion of war fleets that is sometimes described 

as the ‘second naval revolution’, leading to the creation of standing navies of 150 ships or 

more by the second half of the eighteenth century, was driven by the competition between 

                                                 
125 As can be seen from the places of origin of wood acquisitioned by the Amsterdam Admiralty during the 
Fourth Anglo-Dutch War, NA, Archief Admiraliteitscolleges XXXIX, Van der Hoop, 1524-1825, no. 118, 
‘Rekeningen aangekocht hout Admiraliteit Amsterdam maart 1778-december 1790’.  
126 Estimate for 1781: NA, Archief Admiraliteitscolleges XXXIX, Van der Hoop, no. 15. ‘Staten van de 
kostenberekening c. 1770-c. 1795’. Estimate for 1748: NA, Familiearchief Fagel, no. 1075, ‘Een lyst van de 
charters van ’s Lands oorlogsscheepen, beneffens de kosten nodig zynde om de zelve te completeeren, op 
gegeeven door C. Bentam, Mr. Timmerman van ’s Lands werf binnen Amsterdam’.  
127 Glete, Navies and nations I, 311. 
128 Patrick O’Brien estimates that British taxation, geared in large part towards the maintenance of this naval 
supremacy, increased fifteen-fold between 1688 and 1815. Patrick K. O’Brien, ‘Fiscal exceptionalism. Great 
Britain and its European rivals from Civil War to triumph at Trafalgar and Waterloo’, in: Donald Winch and 
Patrick K. O’Brien (eds), The political economy of British historical experience, 1688-1914 (Oxford / New York 
2002) 245-266, 250. Also see figure 4.1, John Brewer, The sinews of power . War, money and the English state, 
1688-1783 (Cambridge, MA 1988) 90. 
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Britain, France, and Spain.129 As the previous section has shown, for most of this period the 

Dutch could operate under the umbrella of practically unchallenged British supremacy. This 

meant that Dutch commercial interests could rely on the British fleet to keep at bay the 

Bourbon competitors, while pressuring the state to re-arranging the existing war fleet for 

direct trade protection by cruising and convoying only. The increasing weight in naval 

expenditure of expensive long range convoys to the West Indies and the large outlays on low-

intensity warfare against Moroccan and Algerian privateers can be explained in this light. Far 

from being a turn away from the priorities of the merchant class, the shifting pattern of naval 

expenditure during the eighteenth century reflected the growing importance of cross-

continental trade within the overall trade balance, as well as the wish of European merchants 

to cut costs on expensive convoying operations and act as free-riders on British power. 

Instead of proving a growing rift between merchants and naval administrators, the 

transformation of the Dutch fleet from an instrument of great-power competition to a mere 

auxiliary force for the protection of trade routes reflected the continued weight of the short 

term interests of active merchants in the setting of naval priorities.130 Operating a ‘light’ 

rather than second rate navy allowed the Dutch Admiralty Boards to fulfill their role in 

supporting commercial interests, without having to resort to an unpopular increase in customs 

that would have been necessary to match British, French, and Spanish fleet building. 

Thus, the policy of armed neutrality followed by the Dutch Republic in European 

waters did not meet with sustained opposition from merchant communities. The same 

commercial influence over the Admiralty Boards that allowed for a careful balancing of profit 

and power, long-term interests of the ruling class and short-term considerations at the height 

of the Dutch cycle’s second phase, produced the one sided stress on short-term profits over 

hegemonic power projection associated with the third. If there were any doubts about the 

wisdom of this policy, they came from statesmen weary of the long-term strategic effects of 

such systematic disengagement from great-power struggle. Only in the course of the 1750s 

did the political moods among leading segments of the Dutch merchant elites start to shift in a 

                                                 
129 For the long-term effects of this contest for British economic dominance, see Daniel A. Baugh, ‘Maritime 
strength and Atlantic commerce. The uses of “a grand marine empire”’, in: Lawrence Stone (ed), An imperial 
state at war. Britain from 1689 to 1815 (London / New York 1994) 185-223, and Idem, ‘Naval power. What 
gave the British navy superiority?’, in: Leandro Prados de la Escosura (ed), Exceptionalism and 
industrialisation. Britain and its European rivals, 1688-1815 (Cambridge 2004) 235-257. 
130 The successful opposition of merchant lobbies to custom increases during the second decade of the eighteenth 
century is outlined in J.F. Meijer, ‘Voorstellen tot herziening van de heffing van de convooien en licenten in de 
jaren 1714-1720’, in: W. Fritschy, J.K.T. Postma, and J. Roelevink (eds), Doel en middel. Aspecten van 
financieel overheidsbeleid in de Nederlanden van de zestiende eeuw tot heden (Amsterdam 1995) 97-113. 
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decidedly anti-English direction.131 Even then, it seemed much more profitable to try and 

undercut British trade by using the cover of neutrality than by direct confrontation.132 When 

in the late 1770s and 1780s the Dutch, at their loss, found out that such confrontation had 

finally become inevitable, they were unable to replace a lean and mean fleet of convoyers and 

cruisers with the heavily armed battle fleet needed for full scale war. But paradoxically, it was 

the eighteenth century efficiency of Admiralty Boards in trade protection, not their lack of it, 

which prepared for the humiliating defeat of the Dutch navy in the Fourth Anglo-Dutch War. 

 

 

Conclusions 

 

The spectacular rise and gradual loss of Dutch power at sea formed one of the crucial 

underpinnings of the Dutch cycle of accumulation. Trade protection by definition required 

close cooperation between merchants and the state in the organization of violence. But the 

nature of this cooperation changed substantially as a result of the naval revolution of the 

1650s and 1660s. During the first half of the seventeenth century the interchangeability of 

merchant fleets and war fleets had been the backbone of Dutch commercial hegemony, 

enabling the Republic to expand its commercial presence and its armed reach in tandem. A 

string of Dutch-centered trade wars, running from the First to the Third Anglo-Dutch War and 

focused on the main European areas of trade, completely altered the equation. The 

introduction of line ahead or line of battle tactics in the course of the First Anglo-Dutch War 

and the ensuing period of intense inter-state competition at sea in the long run rendered armed 

merchant-men close to obsolete in European naval conflict. However, the successful 

replacement of the old navy consisting in large part of hired or borrowed merchant ships by a 

permanent and professional war fleet did not end the intimate relation between Admiralty 

Boards and merchants, as Snapper suggested in his classic study on Dutch war and trade. In 

fact, during the second half of the seventeenth century the navy was employed most 

assertively and successfully as an instrument of securing Dutch commercial interests in the 

Baltic, Mediterranean and along the African coast. Meanwhile, the colonial companies 

retained their strong state-like functions in organizing warfare beyond Cape Hope and the 

Canary Islands.  

                                                 
131 Niek van Sas, ‘Between the devil and the deep blue sea. The logic of neutrality’, in: Moore and Van Nierop 
(eds), Colonical empires compared, 33-46, 35ff. 
132 Alice Clare Carter, The Dutch Republic in Europe in the Seven Years War (London 1971) 103ff. 
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What did change were the institutional forms of the interaction between merchants and 

the state. The new forms of cooperation that arose differed for the three main geographic 

areas of Dutch overseas trade; the East Indies, Africa and the West Indies, and the Baltic and 

Mediterranean. For the VOC, a situation of symbiosis in which Admiralty Boards and the 

Ccompany had exchanged military, material, and financial support on a case to case basis was 

replaced by a strict division of labor, in which the Company ‘bought off’ its naval obligations 

in European waters by regular financial contributions while retaining full independence of 

action in Asia. The dominant position that the Company had achieved in Asia by the second 

half of the seventeenth century and its political influence within the Dutch state allowed it to 

hold on to its brokerage roll of commercial enterprise and war maker. Keeping the state at bay 

meant that in all its ventures, the Company could put profit first. While debates on the 

economic usefulness of its military adventures resurfaced on more than one occasion, the 

division of labor between Company and state that was thus created only broke down in the 

second half of the eighteenth century. That the WIC was in a very different position is 

apparent from the enthusiasm with which its directors jumped on the 1644 proposal of a 

merger of VOC and WIC into one state-company for colonial warfare. The strength of 

European military competition on the African coast and in the West Indies, as well as the ease 

with which private traders could penetrate these regions, made the Company permanently 

dependent on state support for standing its ground overseas as well as defending its 

monopoly. Re-established as the Second WIC in 1674, the company was gradually forced to 

share its trade with private merchants in all major areas under its charter. Classical brokerage 

functions such as the maintenance of fortresses and the organizations of convoys in exchange 

for taxation rights formed a growing share of WIC-income in the eighteenth century. In the 

course of the century, Admiralty Boards increasingly turned their attention to the Atlantic area 

of Dutch overseas trade. But after the loss of its monopolies, this protection benefited the 

Company, colonists and private traders alike, weakening the ties that had previously existed 

between the WIC and the state. 

In European waters, merchants had been able for a long time to secure their protection 

through private initiative and localized brokerage institutions such as the urban Directies. 

Early forms of merchant self-organization like the Directorate for the Levantine Trade lobbied 

for protection, ensured that merchant ships bound for their respective regions followed the 

rules for manning and armature, and maintained diplomatic relations. But their independent 

role in warfare always was more limited than that of the VOC and WIC. The priority given by 

the state to the protection of European trade meant that in the most important geographic 
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theatre, the Baltic, separate merchant organizations did not even arise until the very end of the 

seventeenth century. When they did, in the context of the Anglo-Dutch naval alliance and 

severe politico-military threats to Dutch trading dominance, they were designed not as 

classical brokerage institutions but as protection lobbies that petitioned the Admiralty Boards 

to organize state convoys.  

Through these very different institutional arrangements, different groups of merchants 

managed to secure a continuingly high level of state support for their trading interests. The 

federal-brokerage character of the state was not abandoned, but redefined by the increase of 

naval competition during the second half of the seventeenth century. In contrast to long-held 

views in Dutch naval historiography, the evolution of Admiralty income and expenditure 

during the long eighteenth century affirms that the state continued prioritizing the armed 

protection of trade for the benefit of the Dutch commercial classes. Shifts in the regional 

pattern of naval investment – from the Baltic-Mediterranean axis to the far end of the 

Mediterranean, the African coast, the West Indies and finally the East Indies – reflected and 

consolidated underlying changes in the geography of Dutch trade. The creation of separate 

institutional arrangements for all main areas of trade meant that each group of merchant could 

compete for political influence on its own terms. While this ensured that the short-term 

interests of the main merchant groups were well-served, the organizational structure of the 

relations between Admiralty Boards and merchants proved less suitable for designing integral 

long-term strategies for international commercial rivalry. The needs of power projection and 

trade protection, closely aligned at the highpoint of the Dutch cycle, began to be pulled into 

different directions. The way that naval institutions were tied to the competing groups of 

merchants tended to strengthen this divergence. But as long as trade continued to go strong, 

the need for overriding strategies to challenge this trend was not considered with great 

urgency by Dutch Republican rulers and capitalist elites. Only the impending clash with 

Britain in the 1770s convinced sections of the Dutch ruling class of the need to recreate the 

links between trade protection and power projecting that their own interests had led them to 

ignore during the period of relative decline. 

 
  


