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Rampjaar Reconsidered

In 1672, the Dutch Republic seemed on the brink of collapse. For more
than a century since its successful revolt againstHabsburg Spain, theDutch
Republic had successfully defended its borders against foreign invasion
and built a GoldenAge of security and prosperity. Disaster struckwhen the
combined forces of Louis XIV of France, King Charles II of England, and
the prince-bishops of Münster and Cologne declared war on the Republic
in spring 1672. The bishop of Cologne attacked from the east, while the
bishop of Münster laid siege to the northern Dutch city of Groningen.
A combined Anglo-French fleet attacked from the sea, choking off ports
and trade. The French king invaded from the south with a force of over
130,000men, four times the number of Dutch defenders. His army quickly
overwhelmed Dutch defenses in the borderlands, conquering the less-
populated eastern provinces and much of Limburg. By June, French forces
swept into the heart of the Republic intent on capturing the large, prosper-
ous city of Utrecht. “So desperate and in such confusion” were its city
leaders that they capitulated without a fight1 (Figure 1.1).

In response to the shocking speed of the invasion, the provincial
assembly of Holland (called the Estates of Holland) ordered the country-
side flooded to halt the enemy advance, essentially conceding the eastern
half of the country.2 These strategic inundations would stretch from the

1 Unless otherwise indicated, all Dutch has been translated to English by the author. Judith
Brouwer, Levenstekens: Gekaapte brieven uit het Rampjaar 1672 (Hilversum: Verloren,
2014), 19. Note 19.

2 Petra Dreiskämper, Redeloos, radeloos, reddeloos: de geschiedenis van het Rampjaar
(Hilversum: Verloren, 1998), 45–6. Israel, Dutch Republic, 797–8.
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Southern Sea (Zuiderzee) northeast of Amsterdam to the Merwede River
in southern Holland. The Dutch had institutionalized this tactic in the
sixteenth century during the defense of the Northern Netherlands from
Spanish forces. River and polder dikes in several provinces could be
breached, providing multiple layers of protection.3 The “Holland water
line” (Hollandse waterlinie) protected the wealthiest and most populous

 .. The Rampjaar of 1672. The water lines (dark grey) were critical
defenses against the invading forces of Louis XIV of France and the bishops of
Cologne and Münster. Hashed grey areas indicate occupied territories. Water line
boundaries adapted from Gottschalk, Stormvloeden, 236, 240, 247.

3 In 1672, Inundations took place in Holland, Zeeland, Friesland, Groningen, and
Zeelandic Flanders, and offensive inundations occurred in Overijssel and Gelderland.
M. K. E. Gottschalk, Stormvloeden en rivieroverstromingen in Nederland, Vol. 3
(Amsterdam: Van Gorcum, 1977), 235–43.
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province of the Republic. Inundation, ordinarily an enemy, seemed in
1672 a potential ally. Unfortunately, the preceding months of drought
reduced available river water, limiting its effectiveness.4

By mid-summer, the stunning success of the enemy advance prompted
widespread social and political unrest in Dutch cities. An angry mob
violently unseated Holland’s chief statesman, the Grand Pensionary
(raadpensionaris) Johan de Witt, later killing him and his brother.
Burghers rioted in cities across the Netherlands, looting houses and
attacking the regents they deemed responsible for the defeats. By
August, the Dutch Republic had lost its leadership and two-thirds of its
land area. The Dutch refer to 1672 as the “Disaster Year” (Rampjaar) –
an appropriate encapsulation of this calamitous moment of social and
political upheaval. Historians often characterize the Dutch Republic’s
geopolitical situation during the Rampjaar as radeloos (desperate), their
government as redeloos (irrational), and the country itself reddeloos
(irretrievable).5 The Rampjaar represented a crisis of dramatic and
revolutionary consequence.

Few artists captured the climate of anxiety and helplessness during the
Rampjaar as powerfully as Romeyn de Hooghe. The remarkably active
artist produced over two dozen etchings of the invasion and its after-
math.6 His print “Miserable Cries of the Sorrowful Netherlands”
(Ellenden klacht van het bedroefde Nederlandt) is among the most
striking examples. It presents a frenzied vision of calamity (Figure 1.2).
The central female figure in panel nine symbolizes the Republic. She
clasps her hands in desperation, surrounded by images of wartime atroci-
ties and social unrest. Panel two depicts the invasion of the French army
and the subsequent “misery” inflicted on the Dutch populace. Below in
panel three, De Hooghe illustrates the “civilian and farmer struggle”
(Borger- en boeren-krijgh) that followed the invasion, which pitted “the
rich against the rich, the holy against the holy, everyone against each
other.” These scenes move the viewer though the opening months of the
invasion into its darkest moments of social turmoil.7

4 Ibid., 240–1. 5 Dreiskämper, Redeloos, 69–73. Israel, Dutch Republic, 799–804.
6 Henk Van Nierop, “Romeyn de Hooghe and the Imagination of Dutch Foreign Policy,” in
Ideology and Foreign Policy in Early Modern Europe (1650–1750), eds. David Onnekink
and Gijs Rommelse (Surrey: Ashgate, 2011), 197–214.

7 Romeyn de Hooghe, Ellenden klacht van het bedroefde Nederland te sedert het jaer
1672 tot den Aller-heyligen Vloet van het jaer 1675 (Amsterdam: Romeyn de
Hooge, 1675).
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 .. This image depicts the disastrous events of the period between 1672 and 1675, here unified into a period of disaster. 1.
Dike breach at Den Helder (1675); 2. Pillaging of the invading French Army (1672); 3. Citizen uprising (1672); 4. Dike breach between
Amsterdam and Haarlem (1675); 5. Dike breach at Muiderberg (1675); 6. Restoration and hope of peace with William III (1672); 7.
Windstorm in Utrecht (1674); 8. Dike breach at Hoorn (1675); 9. Floods, warfare, and windstorms surround the maid of Holland.
Source: Romeyn de Hooghe, Ellenden klacht Van het Bedroefde Nederlandt. Sedert het Jaer 1672 tot den Aller-heyligen Vloet van het
Jaer 1675, Print, 1675, Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam, http://hdl.handle.net/10934/RM0001.COLLECT.466803.
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Ellenden klacht’s purpose extended beyond documenting social and
political disorder, however. De Hooghe dedicated most of the space in
this print to natural disasters. Floods and storms swirl around the central
figure, and framing images depict broken dikes and buildings toppled by
storm winds. Panel seven on the right depicts the windstorm (dwarrel-
storm) that destroyed part of the Cathedral of Utrecht (Domkerk) in
1674.8 Panels one, four, five, and eight depict inundations during the
Second All Saints’ Day Flood (Tweede Allerheiligenvloed) that occurred
near Amsterdam and in the north of Holland, a region called West
Friesland and the Northern Quarter.9 De Hooghe downplays any distinc-
tion between these localized “natural” disasters and catastrophes
resulting from social or military disorder. The Rampjaar was a hybrid
phenomenon of national significance. He also condenses time, visually
merging calamities that occurred across multiple years. De Hooghe’s
Rampjaar stretched from the invasion of 1672 to the floods of 1675.
His portrayal of nature’s violence mirrored social and military devasta-
tion, underlining the interconnectedness both he and his contemporaries
found between natural and social disasters. Once again, the central panel
underscores this point. The broken staff of the god Mercury represents
wealth and lies at the feet of the central figure, the Domkerk crumbles
behind her, the inscriptions “poverty” (armoe) and “decay of commerce”
(neeringloosheid) swirl in the floodwaters around her feet. The large
central inscription underscores the figure’s distress, giving voice to the
gravity of this collective misfortune. “Help us Lord,” she pleads, “because
we perish.”

De Hooghe’s Ellenden klacht so effectively captures the relationship
between natural disaster and Dutch decline in the late seventeenth and
early eighteenth century because it conveys two seemingly contradictory
narratives. The first centers on the drama, chaos, and terror of 1672. It
connects this moment of trauma with social disorder and natural disasters
that continued years after the military outcomes concluded. From this

8 Katrin Hauer, “Wahrnehmung, Deutung und Bewältigung von Starkwinden. Der
Ostalpenraum und Holland im Vergleich (1600–1750)” (PhD diss., Universität Salzburg,
2008). The storm of 1674 was a rare straight-line windstorm called a “derecho.” G. van
der Schrier and R. Groenland, “A Reconstruction of 1 August 1674 Thunderstorms over
the Low Countries,” Natural Hazards Earth Systems Science, 17, no. 2 (2017): 157–70.

9 This “Second All-Saints Day Flood” was even more extensive than this print acknow-
ledges. Flood damage extended from the Wadden Islands and the province of Friesland in
the north of the Netherlands, south to Antwerp in present-day Belgium. Gottschalk,
Stormvloeden, 260.
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perspective, the Rampjaar did not end in 1673, nor were its hazards
limited to foreign armies or unruly burghers. Water and wind proved
equally dangerous foes. Contemporary disaster commentary had long
found political, social, and moral meaning in natural disasters, but the
Rampjaar seemed different because its threats appeared so transparently
existential. The print clearly expresses this new condition. It contrasts the
historic, blessed condition of the Netherlands with ongoing social and
natural disasters of 1672–75. The accompanying text gives voice to the
personified Netherlands. “I was an arbiter of crowns, the darling of
prosperity, a mirror of the world,” it proclaims, “now heaven, earth,
and sea rise up against me.”10 De Hooghe’s depiction of the Rampjaar
resonated with viewers because the scenes of destruction were such a
reversal of fortune. The Golden Age of wealth and security seemed past.
In this light, it is easy to see why observers might read this image as
commentary on Dutch decline.

At the same time, Ellenden klacht subverts this declensionist message.
Despite its many visual cues to the contrary, this document remains
optimistic. It embraces disaster as a trial of faith (beproeving) and projects
confidence about the future. Indeed, cultural historian Simon Schama
argues that this type of optimism became a “formative part” of Dutch
Golden Age culture.11 “Take heart in her disasters,” the text resolutely
declares, “[s]he [the Dutch Republic] moves her hands and make right the
hardship, saves her commerce and best polders, and she will have power
enough left to force her enemies to a fair peace.”12 She reassures her
audience that the disasters of the 1670s are merely temporary hardships,
not indicative of God’s lasting disfavor. The final line of Ellenden klacht
quotes Virgil and underscores this optimistic Golden Age mentality.
“O Passi graviora dabit Deus his quoque finem.” (O friends and fellow
sufferers, who have sustained severer ills than these, to these, too, God
will grant a happy period.)13 According to this alternate reading, the
central figure is not wrenching her hands in fear so much as she is
extending them heavenward in a prayer of submission. Ellenden klacht
vividly displays the shock and trauma of the Rampjaar, but its underlying
message is one of piety and resilience. Calamity and perseverance, both

10 De Hooghe, Ellenden klacht.
11 Simon Schama, The Embarrassment of Riches: An Interpretation of Dutch Culture in the

Golden Age (New York: Knopf, 1987), 25.
12 De Hooghe, Ellenden klacht.
13 Translation from The Works of Virgil Translated into English Prose (London: Geo

B. Whittaker et al., 1826), 197.
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themes apparent in De Hooghe’s print, defined the Dutch eighteenth
century as the brilliance of the Golden Age faded.

.   

Disasters reflect the environments and societies that produce them. On the
eve of the crisis in 1672, the Dutch Republic was already a society in
transition. The conclusion of its eighty-year-long revolt against Habsburg
Spain in 1648 confirmed the Republic as a major political power and the
commercial and financial center of Europe. For much of the previous
century, the Republic had prospered due to its unique synergy of urban
growth, maritime trade, and highly commercialized agriculture and fish-
ing. The roots of these developments were regionally diverse and began
long before the founding of the Republic, but they accelerated between
the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries.14 Waves of immigra-
tion, driven by warfare and religious persecution or enticed by opportun-
ity, swelled Dutch towns and cities and provided capital, labor, and
connections instrumental to the expansion of Dutch industry and over-
seas trade.15 The most dynamic changes occurred in low-lying maritime
areas of the country, especially the many cities and towns of Holland. In
the western countryside, urban capital, high agricultural prices, new
drainage technologies, and a complex system of local and regional water
management institutions transformed the bogs and peat lakes of low-
lying coastal regions into productive commercial farms.16 Foreign visitors
marveled at the Dutch capacity to transform these landscapes and also the
“miracle” of economic growth driven by Dutch overseas commerce. “By
Meanes of their shipping,” one English author noted in 1640, “they are

14 Jan Bieleman, Geschiedenis van de landbouw in Nederland 1500–1950: Veranderingen
en verscheidenheid (Meppel: Boom, 1992), 34–9. De Vries and van der Woude, First
Modern, 195–210. Bo Poulsen, Dutch Herring: An Environmental History,
c. 1600–1860 (Amsterdam: Aksant, 2008), 82–105. Bas van Bavel and Jan Luiten van
Zanden, “The Jump-Start of the Holland Economy during the Late-Medieval Crisis,
c. 1350–c. 1500,” The Economic History Review 57, no. 3 (2004): 503–32.

15 Jelle van Lottum, Across the North Sea: The Impact of the Dutch Republic on
International Labour Migration, c. 1550–1850 (Amsterdam: Aksant, 2007), 58–60.

16 De Vries and van der Woude, First Modern, 27–31. Davids, Rise and Decline, 72–7. P. H.
Nienhuis, Environmental History of the Rhine-Meuse Delta: An Ecological Story on
Evolving Human-environmental Relations Coping with Climate Change and Sea-Level
Rise (Dordrecht: Springer, 2008), 82–94. Milja van Tielhof and Petra J. E. M. van Dam,
Waterstaat in stedenland: Het hoogheemraadschap van Rijnland voor 1857 (Utrecht:
Matrijs, 2006), 182–4.
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plentifully suplied with whatt the earth affoards For the use of Man . . .

with which supplying other Countries, they More andMore enritche their
owne [sic].”17 The shipping and re-shipping of “bulk” trade items such as
Baltic grain, North Sea herring, and later “luxury” goods from Asia,
Africa, and the Americas integrated Dutch ports into an emerging global
economy with Amsterdam at its center. By the third quarter of the
seventeenth century, the Republic had become a dominant force in world
commerce.18

During the 1650s, important elements of this picture began to change.
This was partly the result of changing geopolitics. Scarcely four years
removed from the Peace of Münster that ended the Eighty Years’War, the
Republic again found itself embroiled in conflict, this time the result of
commercial competition and festering political and ideological tensions
with England. The Republic fought two Anglo-Dutch Wars (1652–54,
1665–7) to protect their interests prior to 1672. Although the Dutch
maintained their position as a major political and military power
throughout the seventeenth century, the cost of war and rising tide of
protectionist trade policies during this era was immense.19

Perhaps the most fundamental shift occurred in the countryside, which
experienced a century-long slump in agricultural prices beginning in the
1660s. In the context of this secular trend, agricultural revenue declined
even as water management and labor costs increased.20 The close connec-
tion between overseas trade and agricultural exports ensured the broad
impact of these changes, especially in Holland. Economic inequalities,

17 Peter Mundy, The Travels of Peter Mundy in Europe and Asia, 1608–1667, Vol. IV, ed.
Richard Carnac Temple (Cambridge: Hakluyt Society, 1907), 72.

18 Milja van Tielhof, The “Mother of All Trades”: The Baltic Grain Trade in Amsterdam
from the Late 16th to the Early 19th Century (Boston: Brill, 2002), 1–8. Christiaan van
Bochove, “The ‘Golden Mountain’: An Economic Analysis of Holland’s Early Modern
Herring Fisheries,” in Beyond the Catch: Fisheries of the North Atlantic, the North Sea
and the Baltic, 900–1850, eds. Louis and Darlene Abreu-Ferreira Sicking (Leiden: Brill,
2009), 209–44. Richard W. Unger, “Dutch Herring, Technology, and International
Trade in the Seventeenth Century,” The Journal of Economic History 40, no. 2 (1980):
253. De Vries and van der Woude, First Modern, 402–9.

19 David Ormrod and Gijs Rommelse, “Introduction: Anglo-Dutch Conflict in the North
Sea and Beyond,” in War, Trade and the State: Anglo-Dutch Conflict, 1652–89, eds.
David Ormrod and Gijs Rommelse (Rochester, NY: Boydell and Brewer, 2020), 21–9.
Gijs Rommelse, “Prizes and Profits: Dutch Maritime Trade during the Second Anglo-
Dutch War,” International Journal of Maritime History 19, no. 2 (2007): 139–60.

20 De Vries and van der Woude, First Modern, 39–40. Jan Bieleman, Five Centuries of
Farming: A Short History of Dutch Agriculture, 1500–2000 (Wageningen: Academic,
2010), 23.
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present during periods of explosive growth, increased.21 The economic
picture was far from grim, however. The West India Company would
soon lose its colonial grip on Brazil and New Netherland, but the Dutch
Atlantic economy expanded. The luxury trades continued to flourish as
the VOC expanded its influence in the East Indies and Southern Africa.
These gains often exacted a brutal human cost, especially as Dutch
participation in the Atlantic and Asian slave trades expanded after mid-
century. Closer to home, export-oriented industry diversified, populations
grew in most areas of the Republic, and urbanization in many of its
largest cities continued. Amsterdam became a city of 200,000 people by
1672. It was a bustling, cosmopolitan city and symbol of the Republic’s
continued dynamism. Although some historians would retrospectively
point to the mid-seventeenth century as its economic high watermark, in
the estimation of many contemporaries at home and abroad on the eve of
invasion, the Republic was experiencing a Golden Age.22

The period between 1650 and 1672 also featured dramatic cultural
and political change. The Reformed (Calvinist) faith enjoyed a position of
privilege as the public Church and victory over the Spanish seemed
confirmation that the United Provinces enjoyed divine favor. Devout
Calvinists fashioned these beliefs into a self-image of the Republic as a
second “Israel.”23 After midcentury, the Further Reformation – a move-
ment within Dutch Pietism that called for the purification of the Church
and society and a deepening of personal morality – gained influence as

21 Guido Alfani and Wouter Ryckbosch, “Growing Apart in Early Modern Europe?
A Comparison of Inequality Trends in Italy and the Low Countries, 1500–1800,”
Explorations in Economic History 62 (2016): 145–7. Anne E. C. McCants, “Inequality
among the Poor of Eighteenth Century Amsterdam,” Explorations in Economic History
44, no. 1 (2007): 1–4.

22 Gert Oostindie and Jessica Vance Roitman, “Repositioning the Dutch in the Atlantic,
1680–1800,” Itinerario 36, no. 2 (2012): 136–9. Israel, Dutch Republic, 611, 620. Wim
Klooster, The Dutch Moment: War, Trade, and Settlement in the Seventeenth-Century
Atlantic World (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press. 2016), 164. Matthias van Rossum,
“‘Vervloekte goudzugt’: De VOC, slavenhandel en slavernij in Azië,” TSEG/Low
Countries Journal of Social and Economic History 12, no. 4 (2015): 42. Frijhoff and
Spies, Hard-Won Unity, 125–31. Koenraad Walter Swart, The Miracle of the Dutch
Republic as Seen in the Seventeenth Century: An Inaugural Lecture Delivered at Univ.
Coll. London, 6 Nov. 1967 (London: H. K. Lewis, 1969).

23 Frijhoff and Spies, Hard-Won Unity, 128–30, 357–67. G. Groenhuis, “Calvinism and
National Consciousness: The Dutch Republic as the New Israel,” in Britain and the
Netherlands: Vol VII, Church and State Since the Reformation, eds. A. C. Duke and
C. A. Tamse (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1981), 118–33. Cornelis Huisman,
Neerlands Israël: Het natiebesef der traditioneel-gereformeerden in de achttiende eeuw
(Dordrecht: J. P. van den Tol, 1983).
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well. This notion of the Dutch as a chosen people in an imperfect rela-
tionship with God would remain an important cultural framework to
interpret disasters in the eighteenth century.

Despite the power of the Reformed Church, the decentralized character
of Dutch governance fostered religious pluriformity and a high degree of
tolerance by European standards. Confessional conflicts nevertheless
remained subjects of intense theological and political debate.24

Although the peace celebrations following the Treaty of Münster encour-
aged conciliation between these groups and promised a new age of
concord, many of the internal social and religious divisions within the
Republic hardened soon thereafter.25 These conflicts served up consistent
challenges for the state, which likewise navigated tensions between its
cities and provinces.26 Particularism was embedded in every level of
governance, from foreign affairs to water management. During disasters,
the decentralized, pluralistic character of Dutch society and culture meant
that the highest level of state involvement often resided with the prov-
inces, but regional and city interests weighed heavily on disaster response
as well.

On the scale of the Republic at large, political conflict also arose out of
the contradictory ambitions of its two most powerful players: Holland
and the House of Orange. Relative to other provinces, Holland was first
among equals by virtue of its wealth, sizeable urban population, and
disproportionate share of tax responsibility. The Princes of Orange,
meanwhile, exerted considerable influence in Dutch politics based on their
claims as governors (stadhouder) of provinces. Stadhouders traditionally
commanded the Dutch Army during wartime. William (“the Silent”) of
Orange had led the Dutch Revolt and his descendants commanded Dutch
forces throughout the eighty-year-long conflict with Spain. During this
period, the balance of power between the Princes and Holland had waxed
and waned but reached a new inflection point in 1650 when William II
staged a coup that failed after he died of smallpox. This left the Republic
without a unitary stadhouder. The province of Holland, under Johan de
Witt, capitalized on this opportunity to assert Holland’s dominance in
political affairs and culture and institute what his republican allies labeled

24 Israel, Dutch Republic, 676.
25 Lotte Jensen, Celebrating Peace: The Emergence of Dutch Identity, 1648–1815

(Nijmegen: Vantilt, 2017), 41–2.
26 Frijhoff and Spies, Hard-Won Unity, 73, 124–5, 139.
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an era of “True Freedom.” This “first stadhouderless period” continued
until the Rampjaar in 1672.27

The dynamic environmental conditions of the third quarter of the
seventeenth century added yet another layer of complexity to this
changing social and political landscape. The diverse physical geography
of the Republic was heavily influenced by water, whether the North Sea
along its northern and western borders or large European rivers such as
the Rhine, Meuse, and Scheldt that bounded and bifurcated the country.
These fluid elements modified highly erodible peat and sandy soils, pro-
ducing a diverse and variegated landscape. Long-term human interaction
with these physical features, whether via agriculture, peat extraction,
drainage, or canal building, produced intensively managed cultural land-
scapes. These processes were already well under way in the Middle Ages,
though the degree and character of influence varied sharply by region.28

By the mid-seventeenth century, the Dutch had manufactured cityscapes
and landscapes highly tailored to their needs through a combination of
technological, social, and institutional ingenuity.

These efforts to harness nature yielded considerable rewards, but also
presented unforeseen problems. Many of the most serious and persistent
challenges resulted from the management of water. Centuries of embank-
ment, sedimentation, and storm surges shifted the distribution of river
water along the main branches of the Rhine, which created problems in
the Dutch riverlands for flood defense, navigation, and settlement.
Further intervention accelerated sedimentation and the silting up of river
mouths and harbors. Drainage-induced subsidence and peat extraction
for energy lowered the level of the land relative to rivers, lakes, and seas.
Each of these conditions influenced the frequency and severity of
flooding.29 Dredging harbors, draining or pumping excess water, and

27 Israel, Dutch Republic, 595–609. Frijhoff and Spies, Hard-Won Unity, 105.
28 Guus J. Borger and Willem A. Ligtendag, “The Role of Water in the Development of the

Netherlands – AHistorical Perspective,” Journal of Coastal Conservation 4, no. 2 (1998):
109–14. G. P. van de Ven, Man-made Lowlands: History of Water Management and
Land Reclamation in the Netherlands (Utrecht: Matrijs, 2004), 15–20, 24–6, 30–3. Bas
van Bavel, Manors and Markets: Economy and Society in the Low Countries, 500–1600
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 15–28. De Vries and van der Woude, First
Modern, 33–40.

29 Van de Ven,Man-made Lowlands, 165–70, 179–80. Toon Bosch,Om de macht over het
water: de nationale waterstaatdienst tussen staat en samenleving, 1798–1849
(Zaltbommel: Europese Bibliotheek, 2000), 21–4. Bertus Wouda, Een stijgende stand
met een zinkend land: Waterbeheersingssystemen in polder Nieuw-Reijerwaard,
1441–1880 (Hilversum: Verloren, 2009), 65–9. William H. TeBrake, “Taming the
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building and maintaining flood infrastructure mitigated some of these
risks but exacerbated others. Once begun, labor and capital-intensive
water management necessitated continuous, costly investment. These
costs, combined with rising inequality and inflexible water management
institutions, meant that flood vulnerability grew in many areas of the
Republic throughout this era.30

Climate change presented another important environmental influence
during the mid-seventeenth century. Beginning in the 1640s, the climate
of northwest Europe entered the “Maunder Minimum” – a low point in
solar output and one of four great cooling phases of the Little Ice Age. The
term “Little Ice Age” refers to a period between approximately 1300 and
1850 when average annual temperatures around much of the world
declined. Within this general trend, significant variation took place and
even included periods of remarkable warmth.31 Expressions of climate
varied dramatically by region and shifted in the medium and short term,
due in part to natural oscillations in atmospheric and oceanic circulation,
volcanic eruptions, fluctuating solar radiation, and possibly land use
change.32 Beyond temperature, historical climatologists have linked the
Little Ice Age conditions to regional changes in average precipitation,

Waterwolf: Hydraulic Engineering andWater Management in the Netherlands during the
Middle Ages,” Technology and Culture 43, no.3 (2002): 489–98.

30 H. J. A. Berendsen, “Birds-Eye View of the Rhine-Meuse Delta (The Netherlands),”
Journal of Coastal Research 14, no. 3 (1998): 740–52. De Vries and van der Woude,
First Modern, 40–5. Bas van Bavel, Daniel R. Curtis, and Tim Soens, “Economic
Inequality and Institutional Adaptation in Response to Flood Hazards: A Historical
Analysis,” Ecology and Society 23, no. 4 (2018): 30. P. D. J. van Iterson, “Havens,” in
Maritieme geschiedenis der Nederlanden, Vol. 3, eds. G. Asaert, J. van Beylen, and H. P.
H. Jansen (Brussum: De Boer Maritiem, 1977), 59–91.

31 Sam White, “The Real Little Ice Age,” Journal of Interdisciplinary History 44, no. 3
(2014): 327–52. The “Global Little Ice Age,” however, shows a remarkable synchronicity
between northern and southern hemispheres during only one extended period, which
lasted from 1594 to 1677. Raphael Neukom, Joëlle Gergis, David J. Karoly, et al., “Inter-
Hemispheric Temperature Variability over the Past Millennium,” Nature Climate
Change 4, no. 5 (2014): 362–7.

32 Heinz Wanner, Jürg Beer, Jonathan Bütikofer et al., “Mid-to Late Holocene Climate
Change: An Overview,” Quaternary Science Reviews 27, no. 19–20 (2008): 1791–828.
Eduardo Moreno-Chamarro, Davide Zanchettin, Katja Lohmann et al., “Winter
Amplification of the European Little Ice Age Cooling by the Subpolar Gyre,” Scientific
Reports 7, no. 1 (2017): 1–8. Michael Sigl, Mai Winstrup, Joseph R. McConnell et al.,
“Timing and Climate Forcing of Volcanic Eruptions for the Past 2,500 Years,” Nature
523, no. 7562 (2015): 543–9. David J. Reynolds, J. D. Scourse, P. R. Halloran et al.,
“Annually Resolved North Atlantic Marine Climate over the Last Millennium,” Nature
Communications 7, no. 1 (2016): 1–11. White, A Cold Welcome, 21.
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wind speed and direction, and storminess.33 In the northern hemisphere,
the most pronounced cooling occurred during the Grindelwald
Fluctuation (1560–1628) and the Maunder Minimum (1645–1720). As
the Dutch entered the second half of the seventeenth century, therefore,
climate was again shifting. Despite intense variability, average winter
temperatures in northwest Europe declined, summers grew wetter, and
storminess likely increased.34

This evolving climate brought weather that impacted Dutch society in
multiple and complex ways, which complicates efforts to connect them to
discrete disaster events. Climate changes played out over decades or
centuries. Within longer climatic trends, annual and seasonal weather
varied intensely, especially during the coldest periods of the Little Ice
Age. Scholars thus construct causal claims that relate shared human
experiences to similar weather events, whether the prevalence of subsist-
ence crises during years of shortened growing seasons, epizootics
following wet summers and cold winters, or the likelihood of flooding
during periods of elevated storminess.35 The contingent nature of social

33 Javier Mellado-Cano, David Barriopedro, Ricardo García-Herrera et al., “Euro-Atlantic
Atmospheric Circulation during the Late Maunder Minimum,” Journal of Climate 31,
no. 10 (2018): 3849–63. Atle Nesje and Svein Olaf Dahl, “The ‘Little Ice Age’ – Only
Temperature?,” The Holocene 13, no. 1 (2003): 139–45. Ricardo García-Herrera, David
Barriopedro, David Gallego et al., “Understanding Weather and Climate of the Last
300 years from Ships’ Logbooks,” Wiley Interdisciplinary Reviews: Climate Change 9,
no. 6 (2018): e544. Dennis Wheeler, Ricardo Garcia-Herrera, Clive W. Wilkinson, and
Catharine Ward, “Atmospheric Circulation and Storminess Derived from Royal Navy
Logbooks: 1685 to 1750,” Climatic Change 101, no. 1–2 (2010): 257–80. Dagomar
Degroot, “‘Never Such Weather Known in These Seas’: Climatic Fluctuations and the
Anglo-Dutch Wars of the Seventeenth Century, 1652–1674,” Environment and History
20, no. 2 (2014): 247–73.

34 The timing of the Little Ice Age and the dating of its coldest periods vary based on
historical climatological sources and dating techniques, geographic emphases, and
expression of climate (glaciation, summer temperature), and whether cultural impact
factors into chronology. Chantal Camenisch and Christian Rohr, “When the Weather
Turned Bad. The Research of Climate Impacts on Society and Economy during the Little
Ice Age in Europe: An Overview,” Cuadernos de Investigación Geográfica 44, no. 1
(2018): 99. This work follows Dagomar Degroot’s chronology. Degroot, Frigid Golden
Age, 2, 43.

35 Bruce M. S. Campbell, “The European Mortality Crises of 1346–52 and Advent of the
Little Ice Age,” in Famines During the ʻLittle Ice Age’ (1300–1800): Socionatural
Entanglements in Premodern Societies, eds. Dominik Collet and Maximilian Schuh
(Cham: Springer International Publishing, 2018), 19–41. Chantal Camenisch, “Two
Decades of Crisis: Famine and Dearth during the 1480s and 1490s in Western and
Central Europe,” in Famines During the ʻLittle Ice Age’ (1300–1800): Socionatural
Entanglements in Premodern Societies, eds. Dominik Collet and Maximilian Schuh
(Cham: Springer, 2018), 72. Christian Pfister, “Little Ice Age-Type Impacts and the
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response to weather and extreme events means that many conclusions
must be couched in the language of probability.36 Human decisions,
technologies, and institutions likewise conditioned disaster impacts.
Climate was important but by no means the only variable in play.

Complicating matters further, the experience of weather was always
filtered through the lens of perception, prior experience, and underlying
social and economic vulnerabilities. These factors influenced the interpret-
ation of events, subsequent outcomes, and the likelihood they would be
recorded. Extreme events like storm surges, river flooding, and extreme
winters produced far more documentation than relatively benign condi-
tions.37 Despite these challenges, scholars have developed robust and
nuanced strategies to parse the relationship between climate, weather,
and human history.38 Historians and historical climatologists have dem-
onstrated that across large regions of the world, climate change during the
coldest and most erratic periods of the Little Ice Age increased the likeli-
hood of harvest failures, epidemics, and other disasters. In combination
with a variety of other factors, this contributed to widespread violence,

Mitigation of Social Vulnerability to Climate in the Swiss Canton of Bern prior to 1800,”
in Sustainability of Collapse? An Integrated History and Future of People on Earth, eds.
Robert Costanza, Lisa J. Graumilch, and Will Steffen (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2007),
197–212. Sam White, “Animals, Climate Change, and History,” Environmental History
19, no. 2 (2014): 319–28. Philip Slavin, “The Great Bovine Pestilence and Its Economic
and Environmental Consequences in England and Wales, 1318–50,” The Economic
History Review 65 (2012): 1239–66. H. H. Lamb and Knud Frydendahl, Historic
Storms of the North Sea, British Isles and Northwest Europe (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 1991). Adriaan M. J. de Kraker. “Reconstruction of Storm Frequency in
the North Sea Area of the Pre-industrial Period, 1400–1625 and the Connection with
Reconstructed Time Series of Temperatures,” History of Meteorology 2 (2005): 51–69.

36 Dagomar Degroot, “Climate Change and Society in the 15th to 18th Centuries,” Wiley
Interdisciplinary Reviews: Climate Change 9, no. 3 (2018): 4.

37 Pfister, “Climatic Extremes.” Georgina H. Endfield, Sarah J. Davies, Isabel Fernández-
Tejedo, Sarah E. Metcalfe, and Sarah L. O’Hara, “Documenting Disaster: Archival
Investigations of Climate, Crisis, and Catastrophe in Colonial Mexico,” in Natural
Disasters, Cultural Responses: Case Studies toward a Global Environmental History,
eds. Christof Mauch and Christian Pfister (New York: Lexington Books, 2009), 305–25.
Mark Carey, “Climate and History: A Critical Review of Historical Climatology and
Climate Change Historiography,” Wiley Interdisciplinary Reviews: Climate Change 3,
no. 3 (2012): 239–41. Soens, “Flood Security,” 209–17.

38 Degroot, Frigid Golden Age, 15. Chantal Camenisch, Kathrin M. Keller, Melanie
Salvisberg et al., “The 1430s: A Cold Period of Extraordinary Internal Climate
Variability during the Early Spörer Minimum with Social and Economic Impacts in
North-western and Central Europe,” Climate of the Past 12, no. 11 (2016): 2107–26.
Bruce M. S. Campbell, The Great Transition: Climate, Disease and Society in the Late-
Medieval World (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016).
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social unrest, and political instability. Some of the worst impacts in
Europe occurred during the Maunder Minimum, which encompassed
the period leading up to 1672.39

The Dutch experience of climate change during the Maunder
Minimum was no less complex than in other territories, yet compared
to its many neighbors struggling amidst adversity, the Dutch enjoyed
relative stability and strong economic growth.40 Recent research by his-
torian Dagomar Degroot has demonstrated that, relative to other
European powers, Little Ice Age conditions presented more benefits than
disadvantages to the Republic. The reasons were multifaceted – and
included the Dutch capacity to capitalize on the circulation of people,
goods, and information – to tap energy sources such as wind and, in some
cases, avoid the worst consequences of disaster experienced elsewhere.41

The Dutch Republic was certainly not immune to environmental setbacks
during this era, including natural disasters. Communities continued to
experience epidemics in cities and the countryside, devastating coastal
and river floods, and harvest failures. The uneven consequences of these
disasters demonstrated that environmental conditions, including climate
change, rarely determined outcomes; rather, they worked through a suite
of social, economic, and political structures that likewise remained in
flux.42 As temperatures descended into a new nadir in the 1650s that

39 Parker, Global Crisis. White, The Climate of Rebellion. Georgina H. Endfield and Sarah
L. O’Hara, “Conflicts over Water in ‘The Little Drought Age’ in Central Mexico,”
Environment and History 3, no. 3 (1997): 255–72. David D. Zhang, Harry F. Lee,
Cong Wang et al., “The Causality Analysis of Climate Change and Large-Scale Human
Crisis,” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 108, no. 42 (2011):
17296–301. The “Global Crisis” thesis has also been criticized in recent years. Paul
Warde, “Global Crisis or Global Coincidence?,” Past & Present 228, no. 1 (2015):
287–301.

40 Jan de Vries, “The Crisis of the Seventeenth Century: The Little Ice Age and the Mystery
of the ‘Great Divergence,’” Journal of Interdisciplinary History 44, no. 3 (2013): 374–5.

41 Degroot, Frigid Golden Age, 300–4.
42 Daniel R. Curtis, “Was Plague an Exclusively Urban Phenomenon? Plague Mortality in

the Seventeenth-Century Low Countries,” Journal of Interdisciplinary History 47, no. 2
(2016): 139–70. Daniel R. Curtis and Jessica Dijkman, “The Escape from Famine in the
Northern Netherlands: A Reconsideration using the 1690s Harvest Failures and a
Broader Northwest European Perspective,” The Seventeenth Century 34, no. 2 (2019):
229–58. Jessica Dijkman, “Feeding the Hungry: Poor Relief and Famine in Northwestern
Europe, 1500–1700,” in An Economic History of Famine Resilience, eds. Jessica
Dijkman and Bas van Leeuwen (New York: Routledge, 2019): 93–111. Tim Soens,
“Resilience in Historical Disaster Studies: Pitfalls and Opportunities,” in Strategies,
Dispositions and Resources of Social Resilience: A Dialogue Between Medieval Studies
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would last through the invasion of 1672, changing environmental condi-
tions would again yield benefits, but also challenges for the Republic.

To later critics and historians of the Republic searching for signs of
waning influence and prosperity, the second half of the seventeenth
century presented a clouded picture. The many economic, political, and
environmental changes of the era produced little in the way of absolute
rupture, but their influence would gradually reshape Dutch culture and
society. On their own, none determined the course of later events, yet each
exerted an important influence. The interconnection between these struc-
tural changes in society and environment, not to mention the influence of
culture and individual decisions are difficult to parse for historians and
would have been virtually impossible for contemporaries. During and
following disasters such as the Rampjaar, however, greater degrees of
this complexity gained definition. The richness of written and visual
disaster documentation and the tendency of contemporaries to self-assess,
critique, and reflect on the meaning of calamities present ideal opportun-
ities to reconstruct these relationships and serve as a reminder that per-
ception governed interpretation and response. The trauma of the
Rampjaar and its attendant social and natural disasters presented one
such moment of heightened awareness.

.        

The Rampjaar sparked a profound reaction in Dutch society and culture.
The trials of that year fundamentally altered the status quo, and their
consequences reverberated across subsequent decades. “Who ever lived in
more remarkable times,” one pamphleteer remarked in 1672, “when
were there ever days with as much change as ours?”43 As with disasters
before and since, opportunists welcomed them as moments of creative
destruction. De Hooghe’s Ellenden klacht again provides valuable insight.
In panel six, he depicts the “restoration and hope of peace” signaling the
return of civic order and promise of victory under the leadership of
William III. As head of the House of Orange and grandson of William

and Sociology, eds. Martin Endreß, Lukas Clemens, and Benjamin Rampp (Wiesbaden:
Springer VS, 2020), 253–74.

43 Michel Reinders, “Burghers, Orangists and ‘Good Government’: Popular Political
Opposition during the ‘Year of Disaster’ 1672 in Dutch Pamphlets,” Seventeenth
Century 23, no. 2 (2008): 315–46. Reinders cites: Dortse en Haagse woonsdag en
saturdag, of nader opening van de bibliotheecq van mr. Jan de Witth, zijnde een samen-
spraak tusschen een Hagenaar en Dortenaar (s.n. 1672).
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the Silent, William III took advantage of the power vacuum created upon
the death of Johan de Witt. By early July 1672, the powerful maritime
provinces of Zeeland and Holland installed William as head of the
military and stadhouder. This changing of the guard was indicative of a
larger shift in political power away from the regents of Holland to the
supporters of the House of Orange that would last until William’s death
in 1702. For De Hooghe, who was himself an “Orangist” (supporter of
William III), this panel conveyed a significant, albeit visually subordinate,
message. The print is an apologist political statement favoring the return
of the House of Orange to a position of political primacy and the end of
the first stadhouder-less period. Although the dominant visual motif for
the print is tragedy, the “restoration and hope of peace” reminds the
viewer that disasters are always in the eye of the beholder. A catastrophe
for some may yield opportunities for others.44

From a military perspective, glimmers of hope appeared by the late
summer of 1672. Dutch armies followed naval victories against the
British with the lifting of the siege of Groningen and the recapturing of
large parts of the eastern Republic. Even the weather seemed to shift in
favor of Dutch defenders. The drought conditions that prevailed in the
early months of 1672 had been atypical of the Maunder Minimum, which
tended to feature wet, cold springs. The arrival of rainy weather in June
and August more closely aligned with the climatic norm and meant that
the army could fully implement the waterline to protect the core of
Holland by intentionally inundating surrounding landscapes. This effect-
ively halted the enemy advance. By 1674, under the leadership of William
III, the Dutch Republic concluded treaties with England and the German
bishoprics, only remaining at war with France. These strategic victories
signaled the turning point of this particular conflict, but they also laid the
groundwork for decades of costly, destructive war with France. The
Rampjaar proved a watershed moment in Dutch political history both
bemoaned and welcomed, but its consequences continued to haunt the
Republic well into the eighteenth century.

The immediate impact of the Rampjaar substantially affected Dutch
society. The war traumatized the Dutch population, especially those that

44 Hanneke van Asperen offers a compelling, more pessimistic reading of the print’s allegor-
ical meaning, which warns against growing discord fostered by wealthy elites against
poorer members of the Dutch society. Hanneke van Asperen, “Disaster and Discord:
Romeyn de Hooghe and the Dutch State of Ruination in 1675,” Dutch Crossing (2020):
1–22.
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endured years of foreign occupation. Although the worst political and
military effects of the Rampjaar ended by 1674, Dutch characterizations
of the era in subsequent years remained inflexibly dismal. The Utrecht
regent Bernard Costerus reflected that the Rampjaar reduced many “to
poverty and distress and had lapsed into a wretched state, so that during
their remaining years they were not able to repair their ruined liveli-
hoods.”45 The Dutch considered the Rampjaar a totalizing disaster, the
consequences of which touched every segment of society. Perhaps no
single group suffered more than rural communities living in occupied
lands. In early 1672, when French soldiers marched across the eastern
Dutch borderlands, through Gelderland, Overijssel, and the Generality
Lands (now North Brabant and Zeelandic Flanders), the countryside bore
the brunt of the violence. Pamphlets described the pillaging of cities, and
publishers distributed sensationalist prints depicting the “French
Savagery” that took place in towns like Zwammerdam and Bodegraven
in South Holland.46 Local economies in these inland regions suffered
during this onslaught as well as years of subsequent occupation.47

Even the waterline, heralded as a miracle of Dutch ingenuity and savior
of the Republic, proved a disaster in the countryside. Rural communities
actively resisted these military inundations because they protected the
urban core of Holland at the expense of rural sacrifice zones. Flooded
fields meant that farmers lost harvests and fodder for their livestock, and
despite this loss of income, they remained responsible for repairing
broken dikes after the war.48 Faced with this onerous burden, rural
villagers and citizens of border towns like Gouda, Gorkum, and
Schoonhoven refused to comply with military plans for inundation and
only acquiesced after Dutch soldiers arrived to quell resistance.49 The

45 Bernard Costerus, Historisch verhaal . . . raakende het formeren van de Republique van
Holland ende West-Vriesland (Leiden: by Coenraad Wishoff, 1736), 382.

46 Donald Haks, Vaderland en vrede, 1672–1713: Publiciteit over de Nederlandse
Republiek in oorlog (Hilversum: Verloren, 2013), 55.

47 Israel, The Dutch Republic, 808. Piet van Cruyningen, “Behoudend maar buigzaam:
boeren in West-Zeeuws-Vlaanderen, 1650–1850” (PhD diss., Wageningen University,
2000), 86–9.

48 In Zeelandic Flanders, military inundations during the sixteenth century used seawater,
and the ensuing tidal action resulted in massive land loss. Tidal impacts amplified the
destructive consequences of inundations in 1672–3 as well. Adriaan M. J. de Kraker,
“Flood Events in the Southwestern Netherlands and Coastal Belgium, 1400–1953,”
Hydrological Sciences Journal 51, no. 5 (2006): 918–19.

49 Robert Fruin, De oorlog van 1672 (Groningen: Wolters-Noordhoff, 1972), 174–85;
Adriaan M. J. de Kraker, “Flooding in River Mouths: Human Caused or Natural
Events? Five Centuries of Flooding Events in the SW Netherlands, 1500–2000,”
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French added to these self-inflicted assaults by breaching dikes to slow the
Dutch defenders. Dutch leaders understood the economic consequences
of weaponizing water. When William III ordered the construction of a
new dike to protect the fertile polder lands of Rijnland in 1672, for
instance, he found the rural population unable to shoulder the immense
financial burden. Loss of revenue in agricultural regions prevented timely
and effective maintenance of dikes for years to come. Many of the same
communities affected by military inundations would later experience dike
breaches during the coastal floods of 1675 and 1702.50 The environmen-
tal and economic consequences of the Rampjaar for rural populations
proved both devastating and long lasting.

Beyond its destabilizing effects in the countryside, the invasion
prompted a financial panic that resulted in one of the most dramatic
stock market crashes in Dutch history. Shares in the VOC collapsed,
and the value of WIC stocks became “virtually worthless” overnight.
Although the market would rebound, other economic indicators like
public construction, property rents, and the art market experienced
slumps that would take decades to recover.51 War forced the Dutch to
recall warships protecting overseas commerce to defend domestic ports.
As a result, fishing and key sectors of foreign trade ground to a halt.52

These economic disasters compounded the shock of the military defeats
and political upheaval.

On a cultural level, the most telling indication of the unsettled mental-
ity of Dutch society was the explosion of pamphlet literature. The Dutch
Republic was likely the most literate society in Europe, and its printing
industry fostered diverse opportunities to read and disseminate informa-
tion through newspapers, books, sermons, and state resolutions.
Pamphlets were among the most popular media for news and polemic.
They were relatively cheap, usually vernacular, and broadly accessible.
Pamphlets were thus popular tools to broadcast commentary about

Hydrology & Earth System Sciences 19, no. 6 (2015): 9–10; Gottschalk, Stormvloeden,
239–40.

50 Van Tielhof and van Dam,Waterstaat in stedenland, 215–16. Alfons Fransen,Dijk onder
spanning: De ecologische, politieke en fianciële geschiedenis van de Diemerdijk bij
Amsterdam, 1591–1864 (Hilversum: Verloren, 2011), 130–2.

51 Jonathan Israel, Conflicts of Empires: Spain, the Low Countries and the Struggle for
World Supremacy, 1585–1713 (London: The Hambledon Press, 1997), 327–8.

52 Annette Munt, “The Impact of the Rampjaar on Dutch Golden Age Culture,” Dutch
Crossing 21, no. 1 (2016): 4.
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current events, including disasters. Dutch printers published over 1,000
pamphlets in 1672.53

It is difficult to generalize about the authorship of pamphlets, but they
certainly encompassed a wide spectrum of Dutch society and reflected its
most pressing concerns and deepest divisions.54 The documents from
1672 showcased the political conflicts that led to the revolt and coup, as
well as moral, religious, and cultural tensions, such as the contested role
of the Reformed Church in state governance and Dutch society’s per-
ceived depravity. A common complaint about Dutch culture was its decay
from pious modesty to extravagance and greed. “In truth,” one anonym-
ous pamphleteer argued, “this our century has, through prosperity and
good fortune, degenerated very far from the old simple manners and
sobriety.”55 The Rampjaar was evidence of God’s displeasure with this
moral decline. Pamphlet literature spanned the gamut between sensation-
alist journalism intended to convey the horror of invasion to its readers,
to social and political critique, to inventories of moral decay.

The spectacular growth and prosperity of the Dutch Golden Age had
dazzled European onlookers during the seventeenth century, and Dutch
citizens were justifiably optimistic about its future. To all onlookers, its
near collapse in 1672 was shocking. One of the best-known foreign
witnesses of the Dutch Golden Age, the English ambassador William
Temple, saw 1672 as a break in Dutch history. “It must be avowed,
That as This State, in the Course and Progress of its Greatness for so
many Years past, has shined like a Comet; so in the Revolutions of this
last Summer, It seem’d to fall like a Meteor, and has equally amazed the
World by the one and the other.”56 Combined with the cost of the war
and trauma of occupation, the Rampjaar profoundly transformed Dutch
politics, society, and culture, testing Dutch confidence and resilience.

53 Frijhoff and Spies, Hard-Won Unity, 221–3. Margaret Spufford, “Literacy, Trade and
Religion in the Commercial Centres of Europe,” in A Miracle Mirrored: The Dutch
Republic in European Perspective, eds. Karel Davids and Jan Lucassen (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 1995), 229–84. Michel Reinders, Gedrukte chaos: popu-
lisme en moord in het Rampjaar 1672 (Amsterdam: Balans, 2010).

54 Femke Deen, David Onnekink, and Michel Reinders, “Pamphlets and Politics:
Introduction,” in Pamphlets and Politics in the Dutch Republic, eds. Femke Deen,
David Onnekink, and Michel Reinders (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 9–13, 22–3.

55 Munt, “The Impact,” 15. Quoted from Huysmans-praetje, Voorgestelt tot onderrech-
tingh, Hoe men sich in desen verwerden en murmurerige toestandt des tijdts behoorden te
dragen (Amsterdam, 1672).

56 William Temple, Observations Upon the United Provinces of the Netherlands, 2nd ed.
(London: A. Maxwell, 1673), 259.
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.     

 

The ordeals of the Rampjaar notwithstanding, long-term decline was far
from a foregone conclusion in 1672. To most contemporaries, it was
impossible to ignore the fact that the Dutch Republic remained the
wealthiest state in Europe and retained much of its previous prestige.
The state had weathered numerous trials in the past, some of which
seemed eerily similar in character to the Rampjaar. The disaster year of
1570, for instance, featured the combined impacts of military invasion
during the Dutch Revolt from Spain and the All Saints’ Day Flood
(Allerheiligenvloed), which inundated large portions of the western
Netherlands. That the Dutch Republic emerged victorious and stronger
than ever following these collective calamities seemed evidence that a
similar recovery was likely in 1673. Dutch statesmen in the 1670s cer-
tainly understood the gravity of their predicament. They perceived them-
selves beholden to an unwieldy public debt and the revenue of an
overwhelmed tax base. Despite this, at the end of the seventeenth century,
few thought these conditions would translate to long-lasting decline.57

The Rampjaar, however, was merely the first in a long series of
mercantile and military conflicts with an expansionary France that lasted
until 1713. This period, which some historians refer to as the “Forty
Years’ War,” included the Franco-Dutch War (1672–78), the Nine
Years’ War (1688–97), and the War of the Spanish Succession
(1701–13). It also featured numerous trade wars that periodically
heightened political tensions.58 These conflicts directly affected foreign
and domestic commerce, and wartime expenses required loans that
saddled provinces with enormous debt.59 Reflecting on the consequences
of this period of Franco-Dutch conflict, the Dutch-born agent of France
Adrianus Engelhard Helvetius reported to the French state in 1705 that

57 O’Brien, “Mercantilism and Imperialism,” 489. Charles Wilson, “Taxation and the
Decline of Empires, an Unfashionable Theme,” in Economic History and the Historian,
ed. Charles Wilson (London: Weidenfeld, 1969), 114–27.

58 David Onnekink, Reinterpreting the Dutch Forty Years War, 1672–1713 (London:
Springer, 2017), 4, 339–46.

59 Israel, Dutch Primacy, 339–46, 359–76. Wantje Fritschy, “The Poor, the Rich, and the
Taxes in Heinsius’ Times,” in Anthonie Heinsius and the Dutch Republic, 1688–1720.
Politics, War, and Finance, eds. J. de Jongste and A. J. Veenendaal (The Hague: Institute
of Netherlands History, 2002), 242–58. Oscar Gelderblom and Joost Jonker, “Public
Finance and Economic Growth: The Case of Holland in the Seventeenth Century,” The
Journal of Economic History 71, no. 1 (2011): 18–25.
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“the commerce of the United Provinces in Europe has never been in a
worse condition than today,” which he attributed primarily to the finan-
cial burden of prolonged warfare.60 His report revealed more than the
schadenfreude expected of a geopolitical rival. It was a critique grounded
in a reality whose significance slowly gained acceptance in the
Republic itself.

Foreign observers were also among the first to examine the close
connection many saw between the Republic’s economic and environmen-
tal challenges. The English engineer Andrew Yarranton noted the rela-
tionship between taxation, decline, and the combined weight of military
and environmental assaults. As early as 1677, he argued that “all people
that know any thing of Holland, know that the people there pay great
Taxes, and eat dearly, maintain many Souldiers [sic] both by Sea and
Land and in the Maritime Provinces have neither good Water nor good
Air . . . and are many times subject to be destroyed by the devouring waves
of the Sea’s overflowing their banks.”61 Holland’s economic and environ-
mental vulnerabilities were mutually reinforcing. Unlike Dutch observers
of this relationship like De Hooghe, Yarranton was far less willing to
apply an optimistic lens to their implications.

Anxieties about decline gained increasing purchase in the Republic
during the first decades of the eighteenth century. Rather than financial
or environmental concerns, however, they pointed to moral and cultural
degeneracy. Early eighteenth-century moralists argued that the Dutch
Republic had lost sight of the core values of its prior Golden Age.
Honesty, industriousness, thrift, and, above all, piety had been the bed-
rock upon which seventeenth-century success was built, and Dutch critics
bemoaned its deterioration. Reformed clergymen published widely on
these subjects, particularly those associated with Dutch Pietism. This
movement advocated purification of personal and civic morality and
saw decline as manifestation of divine judgment. Moralistic interpret-
ations of decline were not restricted to Pietist ministers, however, nor
even the clergy. Less puritanical interpretations appeared in poetry, the
visual arts, state documentation, farmers’ journals, and early-modern

60 Translation taken from H. H. Rowen, Low Countries in Early Modern Times (London:
Palgrave Macmillan, 1972), 226–7. The original French Mémoire Sur L’état Présent Du
Gouvernement Des Provinces Unies can be found in M. van der Bijl, “De Franse politieke
agent Helvetius over de situatie in de Nederlandse Republiek in het jaar 1706,” Bijdragen
en Mededelingen van het Historisch Genootschap 80 (1966): 159–94.

61 Andrew Yarranton, England’s Improvement by Sea and Land: To Out-Do the Dutch
without Fighting, to Pay Debts without Moneys (London: R. Everingham, 1677), 6–7.
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journalism. Despite their wide-ranging backgrounds and interests, these
authors shared a dual conviction that at once asserted moral and cultural
loss and advocated improvement.

No writer was as influential a critic as Justus van Effen (1684–1735),
the early Enlightenment publisher of the literary magazine De
Hollandsche Spectator. Van Effen used his platform to feed declensionist
anxiety. He and many later spectatorial writers championed ideals that
were inherently backward looking – hearkening to the republican virtue
of the Golden Age. They were deeply critical of a decadent eighteenth
century, which, in their view, appeared increasingly polluted by French
manners and fashion. On the surface, little of this critique appeared new.
Moralists had long warned that sin threatened Dutch prosperity, even
during the seventeenth century.62 More novel were the connections mor-
alists found between sin and broader anxieties about economic, political,
cultural, and environmental decline.63 These critiques grew louder and
more common over the course of the early eighteenth century. By the
second half of the eighteenth century, decline had assumed a near
universal character.

Cultural and moral anxieties about decline during the first half of the
eighteenth century also informed Dutch responses to natural disaster. In
the context of the early Dutch Enlightenment, these responses increasingly
emphasized novelty, innovation, and perfectibility. Natural scientists,
philosophers, merchants, and state officials employed these ideas to
temper fears of decline, promote greater confidence in their ability to
control nature, and check longstanding anxieties about reoccurring disas-
ters like plagues, wars, and famines. According to Peter Gay, this opti-
mism starkly contrasted with a general fear of stagnation that reigned in
Europe before the late seventeenth century. Gay famously termed this
transition the “recovery of nerve.”64 Early Enlightenment thinkers, state
officials, and hydraulic experts in the Netherlands were active purveyors
of these optimistic assessments. Disasters showcased how the rhetoric of

62 Benjamin B. Roberts and Leendert F. Groenendijk, “Moral Panic and Holland’s Libertine
Youth of the 1650s and 1660s.” Journal of Family History 30, no. 4 (2005): 327–46.

63 Joris van Eijnatten, God, Nederland en Oranje: Dutch Calvinism and the Search for the
Social Centre (Kampen: Kok, 1993), 64.

64 Peter Gay, Enlightenment, Vol. 2 (Amsterdam: Knopf Doubleday, 2013), 3–55. Others
term this shift an “optimistic feasibility philosophy,” Bernd Rieken, “Learning from
Disasters in an Unsafe World: Considerations from a Psychoanalytical Ethnological
Perspective,” in Learning and Calamities: Practices, Interpretations, Patterns, eds.
Heike Egner, Marén Schorch, and Martin Voss (New York: Routledge, 2014), 27–41.
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innovation and improvement gradually increased over the course of the
eighteenth century.65

Natural disasters tested the Dutch mastery of nature and presented
opportunities to develop new strategies to control and mitigate their
effects. In contrast to bleak historical assessments of scientific stagnation,
the international reputation of Dutch scientists and engineers actually
increased in stature during the eighteenth century.66 Luminaries like
Willem Jacob 's Gravesande and Herman Boerhaave popularized
Newtonian science on the continent and became the great teachers of
Europe, while Nicholas Cruquius and Cornelis Velsen enjoyed inter-
national renown for their work in hydraulics and hydroengineering.
Historians are no longer comfortable assigning declensionist labels to
Dutch science in this era. In the words of one historian, “[W]hile in one
field we can speak of decline, perhaps we can see progress in another, and
what is decline from one perspective can be quite the opposite from
another.”67 The significance of these Enlightenment-era figures reflected
the growing confidence about the Dutch ability to understand and
manipulate bodies and environments and respond to natural disasters.

Environmental challenges shaped the emerging perceptions of decline.
On the one hand, natural disasters seemed to confirm the most pessimistic
assessments of the Dutch Republic’s changing fortunes. The repeated
catastrophes of the early eighteenth century proved deadly and expensive,
and each new calamitous event reinforced anxieties about the
Netherland’s flagging economy. In the wake of these disasters, commu-
nity response fractured in ways that seemed to confirm the breakdown of
Dutch society. Catastrophes laid bare a public moral degeneration that
emphasized the Dutch Republic’s diminishing providential favor. To
make matters worse, the environmental liabilities already apparent in
the mid-seventeenth century appeared to be worsening. The early eight-
eenth century seemed to present greater and deadlier disasters than ever
before, or hazards of such uniqueness and novelty that they exposed the
limits of Dutch political and technological capacity to respond.

65 Davids, Rise and Decline, 53.
66 Margaret Jacob has argued that Dutch failure to keep pace with industrializing rivals in

the mid-eighteenth century reflects the failure of Dutch science. Margaret C. Jacob,
Scientific Culture and the Making of the Industrial West (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1997). Davids disputes this argument. Davids, Rise and Decline, 22.

67 Klaas van Berkel, “Science in the Service of Enlightenment, 1700–1795,” in A History of
Science in the Netherlands: Survey, Themes and Reference, eds. K. van Berkel, A. Van
Helden, and L. C. Palm (Leiden: Brill, 1999), 93.

Rampjaar Reconsidered 49

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108923750.002 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108923750.002


On the other hand, disasters presented unequalled opportunities for
adaptation and improvement. As trials of faith and reason, disasters
encouraged moral self-examination and reconsideration of the distinction
between their divine and “natural” origins. Natural disasters destroyed
infrastructure, killed thousands, and incited confusion and violence, but
they also catalyzed social solidarity, the development of new water
management technologies, medical treatments to combat disease, as well
as empirical and scientific examinations of the Dutch environment.
Disasters revealed that decline was real, but they also showed the con-
tours and contradictions of its development. In contrast to an eighteenth
century characterized by economic torpor or what some historians have
described as “a stagnation of spirit, a sapping of creative power, an end of
greatness and a slide into social artificiality,” Dutch response to catas-
trophe paints a more resilient picture.68 These varied responses to disaster
explain the broad trajectory of decline amidst profound changes in Dutch
society and its relationship with its environment.

These welcome revisions to a uniformly dreary view of Dutch society
privilege scientific and technological adaptation, yet these must be bal-
anced against resistance to change and the continuing (in some cases
increasing) exposure to adversity. New plans to regulate rivers and con-
trol floods did little to lessen the very real desperation of communities
rebuilding in the wake of inundations, nor did they necessarily temper
anxieties about decline. Physicians, enlightened citizen-scientists, and
ministers experimented with novel tools like inoculation to combat cattle
plague in the 1750s, yet most state responses remained wedded to
centuries-old disease management strategies. This does not diminish the
value or significance of either approach. Dutch communities coped with
adversity in remarkable and creative ways. Both change and continuity
characterize the early eighteenth-century experience – the first privileging
optimism and innovation, the other memory and tradition. Both anx-
iously reached back to the golden achievements of the past.

68 Charles Wilson, The Dutch Republic and the Civilisation of the Seventeenth Century
(New York: McGraw-Hill, 1968), 230.
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