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In early modern Europe, and particularly in the Netherlands, commer-
cial empires were held together as much by cities as by unified nation
states. David Ormrod here takes a regional economy as his preferred unit
of analysis: the North Sea economy, an interlocking network of trades
shaped by public and private interests, and the matrix within which
Anglo-Dutch competition, borrowing and collaboration took shape. He
shows how England’s increasingly coherent mercantilist objectives un-
dermined Dutch commercial hegemony, in ways which contributed to
the restructuring of the North Sea staplemarket system. The commer-
cial revolution has rightly been identified with product diversification
and the expansion of long-distance trading, but the reorganisation of
England’s nearby European trades was equally important, providing the
foundation for eighteenth-century commercial growth and facilitating
the expansion of the Atlantic economy. With the Anglo-Scottish union
of 1707, the last piece of a national British entrepôt system was put into
place.

david ormrod is senior Lecturer in Economic and Social History at
the University of Kent at Canterbury, and a leading authority on British
and Dutch commercial history in the early modern period.

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
0521819261 - The Rise of Commercial Empires: England and the Netherlands in the Age of
Mercantilism, 1650-1770
David Ormrod
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521819261
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Cambridge Studies in Modern Economic History

Series editors
Charles Feinstein (All Souls College, Oxford)
Patrick O’Brien (London School of Economics and Political Science)
Barry Supple (The Leverhulme Trust)
Peter Temin (Massachusetts Institute of Technology)
Gianni Toniolo (Università di Roma Tor Vergata)
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Preface and acknowledgements

The British industrial revolution can no longer be regarded as the critical
moment of transition in European economic history. Its transformative
aspects are not in doubt, but to paraphrase de Vries and van der Woude,
the industrial revolution contributed to a larger process of modernisation
within a European zone larger than England. That zone is best described
as the North Sea economy, within which the Dutch republic established a
short-lived but striking position of dominance between the truce of 1609
and the outbreak of the first Anglo-Dutch War of 1652: a pax Neerlandica.
But in what sense did the Dutch golden age mark the starting point of
European modernity, and how does the subsequent history of Dutch
decline and British growth fit into revisionist perspectives of this sort?
De Vries and van der Woude have described European modernisation in
terms of two cycles of growth, crisis and stagnation: the first pioneered by
the Netherlands from some point in the sixteenth century to 1850, and a
second beginning between 1780 and 1850 which ‘affected the whole of
the western world’.

In some respects, this is a useful way of scaling down and recontextual-
ising the British commercial and industrial revolutions, but it rests on
an assumption more appropriate to the nineteenth than to the sixteenth
or seventeenth centuries: that of the ‘national cycle’ of growth and de-
cline set out most clearly by Kindleberger. In early modern Europe, and
particularly in the Netherlands, commercial empires were held together
as much by cities as by unified nation states. The prior existence of in-
tegrated national economies cannot be assumed, and their emergence
surely deserves an important place in narratives of growth. This study
takes a regional economy as its preferred unit of analysis: the North Sea
economy, an interlocking network of trades shaped by public and private
interests, and the matrix within which Anglo-Dutch competition, bor-
rowing and collaboration took shape. It attempts to show how England’s
increasingly coherent mercantilist objectives succeeded in undermining
Dutch commercial hegemony, in ways which contributed to the restruc-
turing of the North Sea staplemarket system. The commercial revolution

xiii
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xiv Preface and acknowledgements

has rightly been identified with product diversification and the expan-
sion of long-distance trading, but the reorganisation of England’s nearby
European trades was equally important, providing the foundation for
eighteenth-century commercial growth and facilitating the expansion of
the Atlantic economy. With the Anglo-Scottish union of 1707, the last
piece of a national British entrepôt system was put into place.

It was the late Jack Fisher who initially suggested this topic as a focus
for postgraduate research. From LSE, I went off to Cambridge to pursue
it under the kindly supervision of Charles Wilson and, for a brief period,
David Joslin, in the congenial surroundings of Christ’s College. The en-
couragement and unfailing generosity of all three compounded a debt
which I can never repay. My doctoral dissertation was presented in 1973,
the year of Britain’s entry into the European Community, and these cir-
cumstances meant that I was soon combining university teaching with
museum work, gathering together objects and writing the scenario for a
major exhibition at the Museum of London on ‘The Dutch in London,
1550–1800’, as part of the government’s ‘Fanfare for Europe’. In the
following year, I first encountered Immanuel Wallerstein at a memorable
symposium in Montreal, along with a small group of younger American
scholars which included Jan de Vries, Robert Brenner and Franklin
Mendels. The issues raised in Montreal and the possibility of developing
an interest in histories of material culture persuaded me to shelve the
dissertation, and to undertake further research on the international grain
trade and the neglected history of re-exports. The former was central to
both Wallerstein’s world systems analysis and to the so-called ‘Brenner
debate’ about the origins of agrarian capitalism which were unfolding
during the 1970s. My involvement with museums and cultural history
had to wait until the 1990s, but, in 1985, I published a monograph on
English grain exports and agrarian capitalism which engaged with ques-
tions raised by Wallerstein and Brenner, parts of which appear in modi-
fied form in chapter 7 of the present volume. The results of work on the
re-export trade appeared in the festschrift presented to Charles Wilson
in 1984, Enterprise and History, and likewise form the core of one of
the following chapters. The present study, however, is a substantially
revised and extended treatment of my previously published and unpub-
lished work, and attempts to trace a path, at times eccentric, through the
proliferating literature on British and Dutch commercial history of the
past thirty years.

I have benefited enormously from the stimulus and criticism of many
friends, mediated particularly through seminars at the Institute of Histor-
ical Research. Patrick O’Brien’s advice and constant support have been
invaluable, and I owe special debts of gratitude to Jan de Vries and Derek
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Preface and acknowledgements xv

Keene. Members of the Preindustrial England seminar have contributed
in a variety of ways to improving the book, especially Negley Harte,
Nuala Zahedieh, Larry Epstein, Vanessa Harding, Peter Earle and David
Mitchell. I am grateful to several scholars for giving me the opportunity
to benefit from their unpublished work, including Norris Nash, Margaret
Spufford, Michael Berlin, Regina Grafe, Karen Newman, Jake Knoppers
and Hugh Dunthorne. Various friends in the Netherlands have helped
me over the years, none more than the late Simon Hart, who placed
his intimate knowledge of the Amsterdam city archives at my disposal.
Alice Carter was as helpful with Dutch sources as she was in procur-
ing supplies of Bokma for the LSE bar. Joop Faber, Johan de Vries, Leo
Noordegraaf, Marjolein’t Hart, Clé Lesger, Pieter Jansen and Jan Willem
Veluwenkamp have all supplied me with essential information, for which
I am most grateful.

I am much indebted to the several librarians and archivists in Britain
and the Netherlands, whose institutions are listed in the bibliography.
Special thanks are due to those who provided illustrations, together with
permission to reproduce them: James Hellings and Martin Royalton-
Kisch of the Department of Prints and Drawings at the British Museum;
the staff of the Map Room at the British Library; Chris Rich at the
National Maritime Museum; Jaap Oosterhoff at the Centraal Museum,
Utrecht; Mariette Halkema at the Mauritshuis, the Hague; Joyce
Edwards at the Amsterdam Historical Museum; and Spencer Scott of
the University of Kent’s photographic department. Last, but certainly
not least, I must thank Richard Fisher and Michael Watson of Cambridge
University Press for their encouragement and forbearance.

Aucher House d. j.o.

Canterbury
Easter 2002
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