
Seventeenth-Century Anglo-Dutch Wars:

Economic or Political Issues?

Bartholomeus van der Heist, In 1648 the Dutch Republic signed the Peace of Munster with Spain, bring-
The Celebration of the ing to end a period of some eighty years of war. The main benefit of the
Peace of Munster in the

Headquarters of the treaty immediately became apparent, as economic activity in the Provinces

St George's Guard, of Holland and Zeeland entered a period of rapid growth following the
Amsterdam. 1648. Canvas, recession and stagnation of the war years. l However, the Peace of Munster
232 x 547 cm.

Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam. also had other consequences, not the least of which was the prestige which

it lent to this small Republic as a state of some note within Europe; had the

United Provinces, as the Republic was known, not succeeded in defeating

mighty Spain? But it remained to be seen whether the Republic, great power

and economic centre that it had become, would be able to continue to exist

peacefully, as many desired.

The answer was not long in coming. Within thirty years of the signing of

the Treaty, the United Provinces had fought three wars with England: from

1652 to 1654, between 1665 and 1667 and between 1672 and 1674. During

the same period they were also involved in conflicts in the Sont region and

between France and Spain, were at war with the Bishopric of Munster and,

since 1672, had had to withstand the combined forces of France, Munster

and Cologne, as well as England — a conflict in which the Provinces them-
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selves became the core of an alliance with Spain, the German Emperor,

Denmark and Brandenburg. And the end was not yet in sight.'

Interpretations

In general historical surveys the Anglo-Dutch wars have traditionally been

characterised as trade wars or sea wars – in other words as economic con-

flicts. More specialised books and articles bring more detail to this general

picture. In his book Profit and Power, 3 for example, Charles Wilson

describes the first war as a purely economic affair. The English were not

able to cope with the competition from Holland and Zeeland fishermen off

the British coasts, nor that from Dutch traders and merchantmen. Envy led

to English aggression and, in 1652, to war. 4 This aspect is discussed in more

detail by J.I. Israel in his extensive and stimulating study of Dutch trade:

Dutch Primacy in World Trade, 1585-174o. 5 The Dutch historian Pieter

Geyl, however, adopts a totally different approach. The decisive factor for

him was the action of the Stadholders of the House of Orange – Frederick

Henry and William ii. In his book Orange and Stuart 1641-1672 (Oranje en

Stuart 1641-1672), Geyl argues that both Princes were seeking to raise the

status of their house. Frederick Henry allied himself with the English Royal

House of Stuart by marrying his son William into that family. When civil war

broke out in England in 1642 and continued, with some interruptions, until

the 165os, it was an obvious decision for the Prince of Orange to choose the

side of Stuart against the English Parliament. The latter ultimately gained

the upper hand, however, founded a new state – the Commonwealth – and,

in its irritation over the help given by Orangists to the Stuart supporters,

headed for war with the Republic. 6 The English historian J.R. Jones adopts

an intermediate position which, while recognising economic causes under-

lying the war, attributes the conflict mainly to political factors. He argues

that the Dutch had repeatedly derived benefit during talks with the English
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from a tactic of delaying decisions. In 1651-1652, however, Parliament was

no longer prepared to join in this game, making war unavoidable: `The first

war was not the direct result of deliberate English aggression, but followed

from Dutch miscalculations based on underestimates of English determina-

tion and power.'?

The result was a fierce war which went badly for the Dutch in the North

Sea but which, as Israel points out, was less dramatic for them elsewhere in

the world because of the superiority over the English which the Dutch

derived from their tremendous trading potential.$

The views of the different authors show a greater consensus regarding the

second war, which was fought after the restoration of the monarchy in

England (i 66o). Wilson quotes his fellow countryman G.N. Clark, stating

that this war was `the clearest case in our history of a purely commercial

war'. 9 Others — including both Israel and Geyl — draw the same conclusion.

The conflict was the result of a growing English rejection of the continuing

Dutch supremacy throughout the world. The war was fought on a worldwide

front: in Europe, in Africa — where it began — and in America.

Jones, however, points out that it was not only the merchants in

Parliament who tried to persuade the new king, Charles il, to go to war, but

also a politically motivated faction with James, Duke of York — later James

it — as the driving force behind it. His aim was to revive British claims to

sovereignty of the surrounding seas, so that the English would be able to

demand taxes from foreign fishermen and merchantmen in order to provide

financial reinforcement for an absolute monarchy.'°

However, this war ran a different course from that which the aggressive

English leaders had expected on the basis of their successes in the first war.

While it was true that the Dutch fleet, though greatly strengthened, was not

impregnable, the Dutch maritime potential worldwide still proved stronger

than the English. At the Treaty of Breda in 1667, the English were even

forced to make a number of economic concessions.

The third war was only five years in coming. During those five years,

however, the shifts which took place in Anglo-Dutch relations were such

that several authors prefer not to describe this as a trade war. In 1930 Johan

E. Elias even concluded that the economic agreements contained in the 1667

Treaty made further economic confrontations superfluous. The English and

the Dutch had reached agreement in the Treaty and were to develop into

allies; the war of 1672-1674 was no more than an unfortunate intermezzo.

This view was contested by Geyl, who maintained that political tension

remained and that the 1672 conflict was therefore above all a political strug-

gle, connected to the rise of French absolutism and the opportunism of

Charles ii of England who, with French support, wished to become inde-

pendent of the English Parliament — and who hoped to make the Republic

subordinate to himself through collaboration with his young cousin,

William iii of Orange; the latter, however, proved unwilling to be a party to

this plan." Wilson goes along with this to some extent. It is true, he writes,

that rivalry remained between English and Dutch merchants, but the former

saw that war had brought no solution and were less inclined to the conflict;

this left only the political argument.12

Yet the economic factor did not disappear entirely. Jones and Israel point

out that England was still trying in 1672 to break the Dutch commercial
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hegemony and to conquer Dutch colonies. The chief aggressor now, how-

ever, was France, which was able to draw the English into its bid for politi-

cal as well as economic advantage. When Charles it declared war on the

Republic in March 1672, however, he cited both economic and political

motives: conflicts concerning the East Indies and Surinam and failure to ob-

serve English sovereignty at sea. According to Jones, however, `these com-

mercial issues were pretexts. Once again the real reason for war was preda-

tory greed – this time for power as well as wealth'. 1 3 The behaviour of

English merchants during the war confirms the correctness of this view. The

English failed to win any battles in the North Sea, but lost large numbers of

ships to Dutch privateers. The English merchants affected added to the pres-

sure on Charles ii to make peace in 1674. The heavily threatened Republic

survived this attack, too, and retained its world-wide trade supremacy.14

This brief summary makes it clear enough that labelling the Anglo-Dutch

wars as trade wars is at the very least open to discussion. The same applies

if the wars are described as purely political conflicts. Can these wars in fact

be explained on the basis of a single cause? Analysis of the background to

the First Anglo-Dutch War can provide a first, tentative answer to this

question.

Political developments 15

Undoubtedly there were political factors underlying the First Anglo-Dutch

War. In order to understand these factors, we have to go back to the 163os.

The Dutch Republic was still in a full state of conflict with Spain: its war

policy, like its foreign policy, was determined by the States-General, in

which each of the seven regional States Colleges had a delegation. These

regional States Colleges were each sovereign within their own province.

Their armies fought under the command of Frederick Henry of Orange, the

highest nobleman in the Republic. In five provinces, he was also Stadholder,

the highest official of the province, though subordinate to the States

College.
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England at that time was ruled by King Charles I, who governed with the

advice of his Privy Council, and who only summoned Parliament when he

deemed it necessary. This was primarily when he needed money. However,

precisely because Parliament was seeking to influence the King's policy via

its control on royal expenditure, the King convened it as infrequently as pos-

sible. After i 629 Charles ruled without a Parliament; but in 1640 his prob-

lems became so great that he was forced to summon the Upper and Lower

Houses of Parliament on no less than two occasions.

War was raging throughout Western Europe. England was the only neu-

tral power, a not unattractive position as it was approached from all sides

with requests for support and was able to select the highest bidder. France

and Spain, who were at war with each other from i 635 onwards, were par-

ticularly anxious to curry English favour; both countries had much to gain

from a safe passage through the Channel, which was ruled by England.

Towards 1639, Spain was in favour. The Spanish King, Philip iv, even

talked with Charles about the possibility of a marriage between his son and

Charles' eldest daughter. In these circumstances, Philip received English

cooperation in ensuring the safe passage of a combined war and transport

convoy to his domains in the Southern Netherlands. This was a direct threat

to the Dutch Republic, which accordingly showed no hesitation in attacking

— and defeating — the Spanish fleet in English waters.

Now that it was clear to the Dutch how dangerous a neutral England could

be for them, they immediately sought diplomatic contact with King Charles

in order to break his good relations with Philip iv. At first the King proved

unwilling, but he changed his mind when the Spanish King, following revolts

in Portugal and Catalonia, was no longer able to offer him any benefits, par-

ticularly money. And money was precisely what the English King needed to

reduce his dependence on Parliament. Accordingly, he responded to the

approaches of the Dutch. Ultimately this resulted not in a political treaty but

in a marriage between William II of Orange and Charles' eldest daughter

Mary, who had originally been intended for the Spanish crown prince

(1641). This was a great victory for the Dutch, who had succeeded in driv-

ing a wedge between the Spanish and English rulers and between their lands.

Shortly after this, the conflicts between the English King and his

Parliament led to the outbreak of the English Civil War. Both parties now

sought support from the Dutch Republic, the King via the regular ambas-

sador in The Hague, Parliament via its own delegate, Walter Strickland. The

English were thus now the appellants. It was up to the Dutch to whom they

were appealing to decide what stance they would adopt towards the two

English camps.

Opinions in the Republic were not undivided. In the States-General the

eastern provinces had little interest in English affairs and could therefore not

be prodded into involvement in them. More important was the opinion of the

maritime Province of Holland. Here, there were two factions in the States

College with opposing views on foreign policy. One faction, led by the mer-

chant cities of Amsterdam, Rotterdam and Dordrecht, had long been seek-

ing an end to the damaging maritime war with Spain. They now wished to

pursue a policy of active neutrality vis-a-vis England, in which contacts

were maintained with both parties in order to influence developments in

England as much as possible without themselves becoming involved in the
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tive position of the textile industry in the Southern Netherlands. Action by

the States in England would only make the problem more difficult. This fac-

tion was therefore in favour of a policy of passive neutrality vis-a-vis the

English, and this policy line was in fact passed by a majority in the States-

General in November 1642. In spite of this Holland maintained direct

contacts with the delegates of both English camps, and the Amsterdam fac-

tion continued to hammer away at the need for mediation.

The English Parliament, too, contained diverse factions. ld The two

extremes were marked by a war faction and a faction favouring peace, with

an influential centre group between them. From the end of 1643 onwards,

however, several members of this centre group became more radical and

aligned themselves with the war faction. In spite of this turbulent situation,

the Amsterdam faction managed to continue sending mediators from the

States-General. When they arrived in England in 1644, however, they

caused only embarrassment; neither of the two warring parties was in the

mood for mediation, but at the same time no one wanted to offend the Dutch.

Accordingly, Charles i in principle agreed with the offer from the States-

General, while Parliament endlessly postponed its reaction. In 1645 the

embassy returned to The Hague without having achieved any success; the

only result was irritation. Both Charles and the English Parliament were irri-

tated because the Dutch had proved willing only to provide mediation rather
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than actual support for the war effort. The Dutch States, for their part, were

irritated because they felt they had been dealt with so undiplomatically by

the English, particularly by Lords and Commons. This irritation was to be

exacerbated in the late 164os. In 1646 Charles fell into the hands of his

opponents, bringing an end to the conflict. Trouble flared up again in 1648,

however, when Parliament became even more radical; it sentenced the King

to death, had him beheaded, established the Commonwealth (1649) – and

caused new problems for the Dutch.

Religious factors

The desire of the English Parliament to avoid offending the Dutch of all peo-

ple in their mediation efforts was primarily based on religious factors. l7 Like

its forerunners in the 162os, this Parliament contained a strong puritanical

element. This was not restricted to a single faction, but was spread through-

out the various groupings. The puritans saw England as the new Israel, the

chosen people whose destiny was to lead the struggle against the Anti-

Christ, which they equated with the strongly Catholic Spain. The Dutch

were at the forefront of the peoples alongside whom this apocalyptic strug-

gle had to be fought. Had they not fought against Philip iv and his prede-

cessors for decades? Did they not share the English beliefs very closely?

Had they not constantly shown hospitality to religious exiles? And did their

trading successes, however irritating they might be for some English people,

not bear witness to God's rich blessing of their actions? When the Civil War

broke out, these ideas changed on one point. Charles i was now seen as the

Anti-Christ on the grounds that he himself showed Roman Catholic lean-

ings, was misled by his French Catholic wife Henrietta Maria and his papist

advisers, and thus oppressed his subjects in their liberty and religious

beliefs. From now on, the apocalyptic struggle would have to be fought out

on British soil.

In this situation it was a natural step for the English Parliament to send the

first delegate it accredited at a foreign court, to the Dutch Republic. Here he

was to call for a `more neere and straight league and union' between the

Republic and Parliament; Strickland set out this idea in more detail in a letter

to the States-General in which he called for the formation of a confederation

based on religious, economic and historical grounds. 18 Parliament continued

to repeat this proposal, even while the war faction was gaining support and

when, from 1643 onwards, it began working in closer cooperation with

Scotland by signing the Solemn League and Covenant.

What was the position of the Dutch in all this? Here, too, there were ideas

of a new Israel – though this was equated to the Northern Dutch in their

struggle against Spain, with no role being accorded to England. 19 Politicians

paid no attention to this; they received the English proposal for union with

the same reserve with which they had approached political rapprochement.

They had no wish to burn their fingers in the fire of English affairs, and thus

refrained from responding to any suggestions. In 1645 the States of Utrecht

even went so far as to request that Strickland, following a meeting, should

not leave any copies of the Covenant with them, so as to remove any appear-

ance of agreement.20 The response of the church organisations was very dif
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ferent. The four classes of Zeeland expressed feelings of spiritual kinship

with the English and Scottish puritans by urging them in letters written in

1643 to fight against the papist superstitions with all their might. When the

States of Zeeland discovered this, they forbade the church elders to enter

into any further correspondence on this subject. 21 The Heren Staten per-

sisted in this attitude for many years. The irritated English puritans, how-

ever, concluded that the Dutch brothers were subordinating spiritual in-

terests to material profit.

Dynastic causes22

In the same way that political factors were sometimes intertwined with

religious issues, they occasionally also became entangled with dynastic

interests, both on the part of the Orangists and the Stuarts. This is already

apparent from the marriage treaty of 1641. Politically, the treaty brought an

end to the collaboration between England and Spain. Its dynastic signifi-

cance, however, was entirely different for Charles 1 and Frederick Henry of

Orange. For the English King, it set the seal on a misalliance: after all, the

House of Orange was of a much lower order in the hierarchy of royal fami-

lies than the Stuarts. For Orange, the marriage held out the promise of an

increase in status. Thus it was able to form the counterpart to the unionist

plans of the English Parliament: a basis for close collaboration, but this time

between the Royalists and the Republic, stimulated by Orange. Would this

actually happen?

The question arose as early as 1642, when Queen Henrietta Maria per-

sonally brought Prince William's bride Mary to the Republic. The main pur-

pose of her journey was to acquire funds, to buy munitions, and to obtain

permission for English officers serving the Dutch States to go over to the

Royalist army. She was counting heavily on the cooperation of a grateful

Frederick Henry. Contrary to her expectations, however, he first left her in

the cold for four months before providing any support in acquiring funding,

and granted permission for only a few officers to leave. In a letter to Charles,

the Queen wrote that the Prince appeared to be `une personne malaysee a

engager '23 She was even more upset when Frederick Henry granted an

audience to the Parliamentary delegate Strickland in January 1643. Shortly

afterwards she left the Republic in a fury, taking with her a shipload of

weapons. Strictly speaking this was contrary to the neutrality resolution of

November 1642, but Frederick Henry managed to instill a degree of flexi-

bility into those who criticised this action. Otherwise she would remain even

longer in the Republic, `doing a very great disservice to the country', as he

wrote.24

The fact that dynastic advantage did not cause the Prince of Orange to

lose sight of the national interest of the Dutch States is also apparent from

the following. When discussions took place in the Republic on mediation in

England, he adopted the same standpoint as the Amsterdam faction in the

States of Holland. He felt that such mediation should take place, but that it

must not lead to the involvement of the Dutch States in the English conflicts.

He was not in favour of passive neutrality.

Even clearer were his actions in 1 644-1645 with respect to a plan for a
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second Stuart-Orange marriage. The proposal came from the circle sur-

rounding Henrietta Maria, who was now looking after the affairs of the

Stuarts from her mother-country France. It was a proposal filled with tempt-

ing conditions. Frederick Henry's eldest daughter was to marry the crown

prince Charles: the Dutch Stadholder could not wish for anything more pres-

tigious. The House of Orange would be expected to pay only a small dowry,

but would have to join an offensive and defensive alliance with the Royalists

and, according to a later proposal, participate in a maritime action against

the English Parliament. However, Frederick Henry showed no desire what-

soever to cooperate, finally producing convincing evidence of his lack of

commitment by putting forward a different bridegroom, the Elector of Bran-

denburg ! The marriage took place in December 1646. Everything had taken

place behind closed doors; the States had no knowledge of anything. The

House of Orange had not subordinated the Republic to its own dynastic

interests.

Things changed after Frederick Henry's death in 1647, however, when

his 2 i -year-old son William ii assumed his titles. The young prince still had

little authority. Moreover, he was confronted with the Dutch-Spanish peace

process, making it impossible for him to gain esteem through military

exploits, as his father had done. Accordingly, he worked quietly towards a

war policy, in opposition to the peace policy of the States-General. For

England this meant that he did not take the neutrality resolution of 1642 seri-

ously, not even after the States-General had renewed it on 6 November 1648.

William maintained contact with his brother-in-law Charles, later to

become Charles ii, who had left England, travelled to France via the

Channel Islands and came to The Hague in 1648, followed by his father's

Privy Council. The number of royal exiles in The Hague was to grow rapidly

in subsequent years. Having the honour of being associated with the Stuart

family, William was keen to offer support, he wrote to the young Charles.

Accordingly, he encouraged the sale in the Republic of booty obtained by

the Royalists, even though the States-General had forbidden this. In addi-

tion, he encouraged cooperation between the Stuarts and Scotland, an

endeavour in which he expected cooperation from Dutch Calvinists. And

more than once he became ensnared in attack plans of precisely the type

which Frederick Henry had rejected during negotiations for a second mar-

riage. Ultimately all these plans led to nothing, but they did cost William a

great deal of money.

What the Prince hoped to achieve for himself through these actions is not

entirely clear. He probably thought that in due course he would obtain the

support of his in-laws in his bid to strengthen his position within the

Republic. His sudden death in November 1650, however, precluded such an

outcome. He had undoubtedly contributed to the fact that The Hague had

become a Royalist stronghold – something which raised doubts in the

English Parliament as to how genuine the Dutch neutrality really was.

Maritime issues25

Neutrality also played an important part in confrontations on the North Sea

and in the English Channel, where the Republic fought against the Spaniards
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or tightening up of existing rules.

From the end of the sixteenth century, the Dutch attempted to paralyse the

shipping trade to and from the Flemish ports. Initially they did this through

written bans on navigation, which also forbade the import of all goods.

However, the development of international law led to the rule that such a

ban should be realised by means of an effective blockade and that, except in

the case of a siege, only the import of a limited number of goods – contra-

band – could be forbidden. 26 The difficulty lay in strictly enforcing the

blockade.

The English, in particular, caused problems. Following Scottish exam-

ples, the Stuart kings James 1 and Charles i applied sovereign rights to the

seas around England. These rights, so they claimed, stretched as far as the

opposite coasts. 27 They therefore expected all passing ships to signal a greet-

ing with flags and topsail, and began demanding money from the users of

their Mare Brittanicum, in particular fishermen, in recognition of their

sovereign power. Charles i even equipped a new war fleet for this purpose

in the late 163os, though this brought in little revenue. Opposing this

English argument and the inconvenience it brought, the Dutch, who were

major users of these waters, claimed that, apart from the coastal waters, the

seas were nobody's property.

The inconvenience mounted when the English announced that they

regarded their warships and the water around them as inviolable English ter-

ritory. This stance assumed particular importance when England became the

only neutral power in Western Europe after 1635. From that time on, all

manner of warring countries attempted to sail in and out of Flanders in

safety with their trading goods via Dover in convoys guarded by neutral

English warships. This policy was successful, to the anger of the blockading
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Dutch, who did not wish to come into conflict with the English and who

could therefore do no more than stand and watch.

The advent of the English Civil War made the whole situation even more

complicated. In June and October i 64 the English Parliament enacted ordi-

nances banning voyages involving contraband goods to Royalist ports in

Ireland. A similar ban followed in the same year for voyages into Newcastle

and surrounding ports. In 1643 and i 644 the Lords and Commons extended

these measures to cover all Royalist towns in Great Britain. These bans

applied both to the English and to foreigners. Anyone infringing the bans

would be arrested and tried before a new, central body in London, the High

Court of Admiralty.28

For reasons which are unclear, Charles i did not issue any similar ordi-

nances until July 1643. Ships and goods intercepted by his supporters were

not tried in one location, but according to the old-fashioned, decentralised

apparatus of admiralty courts, which had sittings in various port towns in

England, Ireland and Jersey.29

The English found it difficult to implement these measures. Part of their

fleet had remained loyal to the Crown, while the remainder had sided with

Parliament. Both sides had insufficient ships to simultaneously fight their

opponents, protect the trade of their own followers and prevent voyages to

hostile ports. Accordingly, Parliament chartered armed merchantmen from

private owners, in particular from the `New Merchants' in London. These

were merchants who did not belong to the large, monopolistic trading com-

panies, but who had become rich as interlopers, traders who managed to

operate commercially in specific areas in spite of a monopoly. They also

obtained letters of marque from Parliament, which enabled them to act as

privateers operating separately from the Parliamentary fleet. They made a

great deal of profit from both chartering and their privateering activities.

Charles, too, in addition to his war fleet, was supported by private mer-

chantmen.

All these ordinances and actions by English ships had their effect on the

Republic. Sometimes this was because the conflicting parties carried the

fight into Dutch waters; usually, however, it was because Dutch skippers

infringed the ordinances or were suspected of doing so, and were brought in

by one of the two English sides, in spite of the Dutch States' neutrality. Most

of the arrests were carried out by Parliament: five in 1643, twenty-nine in

1644, nineteen in 1645 and four in 1646. The fluctuation in these figures

reflects the intensification and weakening of the conflict between Par-

liament and Charles 1. Royalist arrests are more difficult to trace because of

the decentralised system of admiralty courts. Sources reveal only four cases

over the years in question, plus four Dutch ships which became ensnared in

battles between the two English sides.

The lull in the Civil War in 1646 meant that the number of arrests in 1647

was also low: nine arrests by Parliament, two by Irish Royalists. When the

conflict flared up again in 1648, however, the picture changed. Parliament

won ground and drove its opponents to outlying parts of the British Isles and

into the sea. Many sought support and shelter abroad. In line with its earlier

ordinances, Parliament issued new bans on navigation: against Ireland in

1649 and against Scotland in i 65o – both of them Stuart kingdoms. In addi-

tion, a general ban on navigation was issued in i 65o, affecting all trade
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goods — not just contraband — to and from the English settlements in

America which had remained loyal to the Crown. Similar orders followed

against foreign powers which provided help to the Royalists: against France

in 1649, which led to the start of an undeclared war, and against Portugal in

1650. The Royalists, for their part, were forced to make more and more use

of foreign ports — in France (Dunkirk) and Flanders — in order to bring in and

try their prizes. This was banned in the Republic because of its official neu-

trality. Nonetheless, the Council of the later Charles ii did sometimes func-

tion as a prize court thanks to the dubious support of William il.

Unavoidably, more and more Dutch ships were now taken. The numbers

once again reflect the shifts in English power relations. In 1648 the Royalists

confiscated fourteen Dutch vessels; in 1649 the figure was twenty-five, in

1650 eleven and in i 65 i fourteen. Parliamentary ships, for their part, con-

fiscated twelve Dutch vessels in 1648, twenty-two in 1649, fifty in 165o and

one hundred and twenty-six in i65i; in the first half of 1652 alone the figure

was as high as one hundred and six. There was a clear turnaround in the

years 1649-165o, when the triumphant Parliament began to expand its land-

based sovereignty over the land to include the sea, continuing the former

pretensions of the Stuarts.

The Dutch suffered greatly as a result of the English Civil War. On aver-

age, a fully laden ship was valued in London at £I S,000 in this period. Some

ships and / or cargoes were later released by the English, but they were sel-

dom undamaged. As neutrals, the Dutch States felt an increasing irritation

towards their neighbours across the sea. The latter, for their part, were indig-

nant that precisely this neutral Republic took so little notice of their parlia-

mentary ordinances, and provided both English camps — and thus the Stuarts

too — with all manner of goods.

The ups and downs of trade

The battles at sea also had a trading aspect. On the one hand war damaged

trade, while on the other hand it generated profit. For example, the English

benefitted from the trade to and from Flanders, while on the Dutch side a

great many arms suppliers profited from the English Civil War.

In the late sixteenth century the Hollanders and Zeelanders were not only

the freight carriers of the world, but also built up inside their provinces the

international stock of all manner of goods. According to most studies the

economy of the western provinces of the Republic continued to flourish

until the middle of the seventeenth century. Recently, J.I. Israel has added

some further detail to this broad picture, 30 arguing that the war against Philip

iv brought a serious economic setback for the Dutch in the years 1621-

1647/8. Embargoes were promulgated in the Iberian kingdoms of Aragon,

Castile and Portugal, which meant that subjects of the Republic were no

longer permitted to transport the highly prized Spanish and American goods

themselves. In addition, they suffered great damage on the high seas from

the warships and privateers of Philip Iv. However, the Spaniards were not

capable of shipping their goods to the European markets themselves. As a

result, the Dutch activities were taken over by the Hanseatics, with

Hamburg as their leading city, and by the English. The former derived most

183



benefit from this arrangement in the 162os, with the English rising to

supremacy after 1630.

Hanseatic ships brought goods from Spain directly to Hamburg, while the

English transhipped many goods in Dover. The English pushed the Dutch

out of the Mediterranean Sea entirely. In the Baltic, however, neither the

Hanseatics nor the English managed to achieve this; although the volume of

trade handled by the Dutch in the Baltic was smaller than before 1621, they

did not lose their supremacy. The English also failed to push the Dutch out

of the East Indies. In the West Indies, with Spanish support, they had more

success. The rise of the English at the expense of the Dutch gave rise to opti-

mism among English merchants, though they were also irritated when that

rise to supremacy took place less quickly elsewhere, or failed to materialise

altogether.31

A sudden change took place in 1647 -1 648, however, mainly under the

influence of the Spanish-Dutch peace process. The misery caused by the

English Civil War to the English themselves also played a role here. 32 Philip

iv opened up his European and American ports to the Dutch once again.

Dutch primacy in the Baltic grew at the expense of English trade. In

Portugal, which had shaken off Philip's authority in an uprising in 1640, the

Dutch managed to secure the whole of the important salt trade once again.

In the Caribbean, they encouraged the growth in sugar production in the

mainly Royalist English colonies by financial investment, and suddenly

found themselves in control of the shipment of freight.

The recovery of the Republic was reflected in a rapid reduction in Dutch

freight fees and insurance costs. And because bullion from Spain no longer

had to be shipped via Dover but went directly to the Republic, the price of

this commodity also fell. Dutch profits rose so rapidly, that it was soon pos-

sible to reduce interest rates on loans to, on average, half the levels charged

in England.33 In the face of this thriving economic activity, the surrounding

countries, particularly England, were plunged into crisis. A new source of

irritation had been created.

The build-up34

All the loose ends came together in the years 1651 - 1 652. In England, the

newly-formed Commonwealth had been striving since 1649 to achieve

rapid recognition abroad, above all by the Republic. As early as 1649 the

Commonwealth sent an embassy to The Hague for this purpose. This raised

the old question of union once again, though this met with little response in

the Republic. Significant in this were not only the strong Stuart coterie sur-

rounding William ii, but also the general Dutch distaste regarding the

beheading of Charles i. The fact that the Republic was itself not a kingdom

was irrelevant: the Dutch felt that a ruler whose power existed by the grace

of God should not be executed. 35 As a result, the two states stood alongside

each other without formal relations.

For the Provinces of Holland and Zeeland, in particular, this situation was

unacceptable because of the damage it inflicted on their trading activities.

On the death of William li in November 165o, therefore, both provinces

immediately took steps to recognise the Commonwealth, which became
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effective on 29 January 1651. The Republic and Commonwealth could now

at least discuss their problems together.

Even before that date, work had been going on in Westminster to set up

an embassy in the Low Countries. Once again the instruction was to work

towards `a more strict and intimate alliance and union' with the Dutch.

Once again, reference was made to mutual affinity on a religious and eco-

nomic level; and this time reference was also made to the fact that both

states had freed themselves from royal tyranny. A majority of members of

the Commons (forty-two, to be exact), apparently moderates, were prepared

to go quite a long way here; this caused their twenty-nine more radical oppo-

nents to speak dismissively of an `impotent haste to integrate with neigh-

bouring states '36

Negotiations in The Hague went anything but smoothly, however. The

English – represented by Lord Chief Justice Oliver St John and Strickland –

were hampered by exiled Royalists, by the distaste on the part of the Dutch

population for `regicides', by their own arrogance as victors in the Civil

War, and by their unfamiliarity with the complex administrative apparatus

of the Republic. On arrival on 27 March 1651 they immediately demanded

a general declaration of intent by the Republic, a somewhat bold approach.

The Province of Holland, which was keen to cooperate at most, was able to

convince all the other provinces to back this demand within a month – a

rapid achievement given the sluggishness of the administration, but much

too slow for the English. The latter now proposed entering into a confeder-

ation, which among other things would defend itself against its common

enemies – i.e. the Stuarts and their protectors, the House of Orange – by

expelling exiles and banning the supply of contraband goods. The Dutch

made a number of amendments to the English proposals and countered them

by submitting thirty-six articles of their own, dealing primarily with eco-

nomic relations between the two states. The two sides continued to talk at

cross purposes until the English suddenly departed on 2 July. This disap-

pointed the Province of Holland so much that within three days the States

College proposed sending an embassy to London in order to pick up the

thread of the discussions once again. The Province thus accepted that the

Republic would once again become the requesting rather than the requested

party. It was to be December 165 i, however, before the proposed embassy

actually arrived in London.

In the autumn of the same year the English Parliament underwent a fur-

ther radicalisation. In September i 651 the Royalists suffered a decisive

defeat in a land battle near Worcester. Army officers now returned to

Parliament and strengthened the radical element there. The Dutch ambas-

sadors identified four factions in the English Parliament. Some, they wrote,

wished to see an immediate break with the Republic for political reasons. A

second group was seeking legally defensible means of paralysing Dutch

trade without coming to a state of war. A third group hoped to be able to

repay the Dutch for old defeats through reprisals. And a fourth faction, to

which Oliver Cromwell belonged, was genuinely in favour of an alliance

with the Republic, though the latter would immediately have to `ruin the

house of Stuart'.37

This latter faction, which had undoubtedly been the driving force behind

the mission of St John and Strickland in early i 65 i, was now outvoted by
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more radical members. It was primarily the New Merchants within the other

factions who added to the existing legislation against overseas enemies of

the Commonwealth; the Act of Navigation passed by the Commons on

19 October was prepared by them and their friends. This Act forbade free

passage to foreigners except where they were carrying their own products.

The aim was to stimulate British shipping, both for the benefit of trade and

to foster the acquiring and maintenance of sovereignty at sea which, fol-

lowing the victories on land, a majority of the Parliament now wished to

achieve. 38 This Act was thus part economic, part military in nature, and

would undoubtedly have harmed the Dutch more than others. This danger

became even greater when, before the end of the same year, letters of

reprisal were granted to the heirs of a certain Pawlett empowering them to

seek recourse for earlier damage caused by the Dutch.39

It was under these circumstances that the Dutch embassy had to hold their

discussions with England from the end of 165 i. The first aim was to have

the measures relating to free passage of ships lifted before the interrupted

negotiations could be reopened. Amsterdam stimulated these efforts in

December i 65 i by arranging through the States of Holland a ban by the

States-General, forbidding merchants from sailing, in order to avoid the risk

of a further deterioration in relations. These efforts were successful, and the

Act of Navigation was barely enforced in the first half of the following year.

With the same aim in mind, the States of Holland and Zeeland avoided issu-

ing any hard statements against Parliament, banned the printing of defama-

tory writings and described a large war fleet, which had put to sea in the

spring, not as offensive but as being `purely for the defense and conserva-

tion of free shipping and commerce 'P40

Negotiations in Westminster, meanwhile, did not really get going until

May. The Dutch were taken aback by the English view that the Republic had

failed to take a stance in the previous year; the Dutch had thought that agree-

ments on a political union had been reached to the satisfaction of St John and
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Strickland. As a result, discussions began once more on the treatment of

enemies of the other side, particularly the Stuarts, and on free passage at sea.

Before these barriers had been removed, an incident took place off Dover

between a Dutch and an English flotilla regarding the `obligation' of the

Dutch to lower the flag to the English in recognition of their sovereignty at

sea. The talks were immediately broken off, and the English flatly refused to

consider any new Dutch concessions. The ultimate political weapon – war –

would have to resolve these issues.

Conclusion

Many issues – political, religious, dynastic, maritime and economic – had

led to growing irritation between the Dutch and the English in the 164os and

early i 65os. All of these contributed directly to the First Anglo-Dutch War.

At this stage, the economic factor did not stand out emphatically among

these causes; it was only in the final run-up to the outbreak of hostilities that

this factor began to predominate. The reason for this was that merchants

held an important position in the radicalising English Parliament, while the

Dutch, for their part, were primarily seeking to protect their trading interests

during the negotiations with England. On the English side, however, the

political element remained of equal importance, expressed in the commit-

ment of the triumphant Parliament to achieving the Dominium Mans, a

commitment which ultimately proved stronger than the puritanical urge

towards union with the Republic. This latter urge continued to be cherished

by a minority, however, and from 1653 onwards was to become a not

insignificant factor in the achievement of peace between the two states.

This analysis of the causes leading up to the First Anglo-Dutch War

shows with sharp clarity that this conflict cannot simply be labelled a trade

war, nor yet a political conflict. The term `sea war' says little in this context,

because it can at best be applied to the area where the actual battles took

place and says nothing about the causes leading up to the conflict. The First

Anglo-Dutch War was a multi-faceted conflict, which does not lend itself to

a monolithic explanation. In fact, this applies equally to the two subsequent

wars as well; further research will be needed, however, in order to ascertain

whether it is correct to describe the second war primarily as a trade war and

the third as a mainly political conflict.

S. GROENVELD

Translated by Julian Ross.
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