
1 Van de Wall, Handvesten Dordrecht, 195.
2 Th e distinction between the two types is outlined by David Nicholas. Th e defi ni-

tion is also his (Nicholas, Town and Countryside, 118).

CHAPTER FIVE

THE DORDRECHT STAPLE

5.1 Introduction

In the summer of 1345 three merchants—two of them came from the 
Hansa towns Zutphen and Kampen—ran into trouble. Th ey had 
ignored Dordrecht’s staple privilege on the river trade in wine, grain, 
wood, and salt: having entered the river delta from the North Sea, they 
had not proceeded to Dordrecht, as they should have, but sold their 
cargo elsewhere. Th is had most likely been in Brielle, since it was Lady 
Machteld of Voorne, the seignory in which Brielle was situated, who 
pleaded with Count Willem IV on behalf of the three merchants. Her 
intercession met with partial success: the count forgave the merchants 
their transgression, but only aft er they had promised to compensate all 
damages to himself or to any other party.1

Medieval staple privileges were of two types. Th e fi rst type has already 
been discussed in Chapter 3: towns could claim a monopoly on trade 
in certain commodities within a district of limited dimensions, usually 
with the intention of guaranteeing the provisioning of the urban popu-
lation with basic foodstuff s or raw materials for the local industry. In 
Flanders these regional trade monopolies were a very common phe-
nomenon; in Holland and also in England much less so. Th e second 
type of staple privileges related to interregional or international trade. 
A staple of this type was ‘the right of a certain centre to act as an exclu-
sive depot for one or more commodities which are in transit through a 
given area, not necessarily the territory appertaining to the town, but 
destined either for consumption within the town or, more frequently, 
for reshipment’.2

Staple rights of the second type were much coveted, but seldom 
granted. In Flanders, only Bruges and Ghent managed to acquire 
substantial privileges of this kind; in England, the one equivalent of 
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3 Th e role of the Amsterdam beer trade monopoly in the rise of this town has been 
the subject of debate in the past. For a summary and a recent contribution, see Kaptein, 
‘Poort van Holland’, 117–121.

4 Van Rijswijk, Geschiedenis Dordtse stapelrecht, 24–25., 44–45, 78. Van Rijswijk’s 
opinions were echoed by, amongst others, Smit, Opkomst, 33–35.

5 Niermeyer, ‘Dordrecht als handelsstad’ I, 1.

similar dimensions is the wool staple system. In Holland, Dordrecht 
was the only town that possessed important staple privileges regard-
ing  international trade. Th e fi sh staples of Naarden and Heusden 
discussed in Chapter 4 had some characteristics that looked like a 
monopoly on interregional trade, but these staples were limited in 
scope and short-lived. Th e same is true for the monopoly on the trade 
in imported beer granted to Amsterdam in 1351.3 Dordrecht’s privi-
leges were not only far more extensive, but also survived, at least par-
tially, into the early modern era.

Bernard van Rijswijk, who in 1900 published his dissertation on the 
staple right of Dordrecht, did not try to hide his unfavourable judge-
ment on the subject of his research. He argued, fi rstly, that the ‘artifi -
cial’ position of Dordrecht as the compulsory market for the river trade 
in wine, grain, wood, and salt had had more disadvantages than bene-
fi ts: the obligation to buy and sell in Dordrecht had raised transport 
and transaction costs, and it had, moreover, posed serious obstacles to 
the development of trade elsewhere. In addition, Van Rijswijk sug-
gested that the staple right was atypical for Holland’s development as a 
region of free trade: he compared Dordrecht’s indolence, induced by its 
privileged position, with the vigorous and daring spirit of enterprise of 
towns like Amsterdam, to which Dordrecht eventually gave way.4

Van Rijswijk’s suggestions are coloured by late 19th-century patriot-
ism and free market ideology; but when the rhetoric is discounted, he 
still has a point that merits attention. If, as has been argued in the pre-
vious chapters, Holland’s history of occupation and settlement had 
given rise to a society in which non-economic constraints on trade 
were almost absent and rent-seeking was held in check by a balance of 
powers, then how to explain that Dordrecht not only managed to 
acquire its staple privilege, but also to extend and consolidate it aft er-
wards? Van Rijswijk’s ideas on the eff ects of the staple give rise to 
another question. Dordrecht’s privileges reached their widest legal 
scope in the middle of the 14th century, and the city fl ourished in the 
second half of this century.5 Yet we have seen that at that very time 
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6 E.g. Sneller, ‘Handel en verkeer’, 365–371; Moquette, ‘Strijd op economisch 
gebied’; Beulink, ‘Dordrecht en Schoonhoven’.

7 Visser, ‘Dichtheid en bevolking’, 19.

Holland as a whole experienced a phase of strong economic growth. 
In contrast to the gloomy picture presented by Van Rijswijk, the staple 
right apparently did not prevent or stifl e this development.

Th is chapter focuses mainly on the late 13th and 14th centuries and 
thus covers the period of the rise, expansion, and consolidation of the 
Dordrecht staple. First the origins of the staple are investigated and 
compared with the factors that gave rise to the staples of Bruges and 
Ghent in Flanders, and to the English wool staple system. It will be 
shown that in each case local circumstances and political relations 
aff ected the organisation of the staple, and through the organisation 
also its eff ects in the long run.

Th e remainder of the chapter focuses on the Holland river region. 
It is devoted to an analysis of the 14th-century confl icts of Dordrecht 
with two smaller towns, Brielle and Schoonhoven. Both towns were 
involved, or aspired to be, in commercial activities that were in confl ict 
with Dordrecht’s trade monopoly. Th e many confl icts between 
Dordrecht and the other towns in the river region have been 
researched—although not always in depth—for the late 15th and early 
16th centuries.6 Much less attention has been paid to events in the cru-
cial 14th century. Th e confrontations between Schoonhoven and 
Brielle on the one hand and Dordrecht on the other illustrate not only 
the mechanisms that created and sustained the existence of the 
Dordrecht staple, but also show why the staple did not seriously dam-
age the development of trade elsewhere in the river region.

5.2 The Dordrecht staple in an international perspective

Origins

When in 1299 the staple privilege was granted, Dordrecht cannot have 
had much more than 5,000 inhabitants,7 but even so it was already a 
thriving commercial centre. Originally an agrarian settlement in a rec-
lamation area, it began to develop into a small town from the middle of 
the 12th century. By the beginning of the 13th century, Dordrecht mer-
chants were probably already involved in long-distance trade—in 1204 
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 8 Gumbert-Hepp and Gumbert, Annalen van Egmond, 328–329.
 9 Van Herwaarden et al., Geschiedenis van Dordrecht, 19–20, 43–44.
10 Ibid., 34–37.
11 OHZ III, no. 1637.
12 OHZ V, nos. 3443 and 3532.
13 Niermeyer, ‘Dordrecht als handelsstad’ III, 177–178.

when the town was taken by force during a succession confl ict, large 
stocks of wine and grain were captured.8 Th e river trade in wood, grain, 
salt, and particularly wine intensifi ed in the 13th century and brought 
the town great wealth.9

Two mutually reinforcing factors had contributed to Dordrecht’s 
rise to prominence. Th e fi rst was the town’s favourable location on a 
crossroads of waterways, which allowed its inhabitants to profi t fully 
from the east-west interregional river trade and from the development, 
in the 13th century, of a north-south trade route through Holland’s 
network of inland waterways (see Figure 10). Th e second was the 
favour of the count of Holland, who actively promoted Dordrecht as a 
trade settlement by making it the centre of his system of river tolls and 
by granting privileges to foreign merchants visiting the town.10

Elements of coercion gradually crept in. When in 1273 Count Floris 
V set new rules for the measuring of salt and wine in Dordrecht, he 
promised that the comital salt measure would not be established any-
where but in the Dordrecht toll house. Th e intention was clearly to 
concentrate the salt trade there.11 Th e grant of the staple right in 1299 
must therefore be seen as just one more step, albeit an important one, 
in a process that had started much earlier.

Aft er Dordrecht had been declared the compulsory market for the 
river trade in oats in February 1299, in November of the same year a 
comital charter ordained that henceforth ‘all goods’ transported down 
the Lek and Merwede (the lower reaches of the two main branches of 
the Rhine) had to be sold in Dordrecht. Since wine, wood and grain 
were mentioned specifi cally, Dordrecht’s position as a compulsory 
depot was most likely restricted to these commodities.12 Th e 1299 
charter does not refer to salt, transported upstream, but in view of the 
history of Dordrecht’s salt trade and the fact that salt is mentioned in 
later documents, it is safe to assume this was a staple commodity as 
well.13 Th e charter also granted visiting merchants a safeguard: the 
count of Holland guaranteed their safety on the journey to and from 
Dordrecht, and in the town itself they had the same rights as the local 
merchants, including immunity from arrest for debts.
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14 Ibid. II, 26. Th e exchange is mentioned in Ibid. I, 12–14.

Dordrecht’s position as a compulsory depot meant that every ship car-
rying wine, grain, wood or salt had to stop in Dordrecht and off er its 
cargo for sale there during a specifi ed number of days (at fi rst fourteen; 
later eight). Th is was done by commissioning a local broker to fi nd a 
buyer. Unloading was not always necessary or compulsory: there were 
also brokers ‘at sea’, who accepted commissions for commodities still 
on board. However, if wine, grain or salt were unloaded and sold in the 
city, measuring was compulsory. If the cargo had not been sold at 
the end of the prescribed number of days, the ship could continue its 
journey. If a transaction was concluded, it had to be recorded at the 
Dordrecht exchange. Here the buyer received a token, to be shown at 
the toll posts elsewhere along the rivers, as proof that the merchandise 
was indeed bought in Dordrecht.14 Over time other elements were 
added, such as a transport monopoly for local shipmasters. Around the 
middle of the 15th century, the practice of buying off  part of the obliga-
tions was introduced. By the late 16th century, merchants were usually 
allowed to pass Dordrecht without further ado, as long as they con-
sented to paying a tax for ‘brokerage’ (even if no such brokerage had 
taken place ). However, they were always dependent on the grace of the 

Figure 10 Geographical situation of Dordrecht, Schoonhoven, and Brielle
Map: G-O graphics, Wijk bij Duurstede
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en makelaars’, 224.

16 Van Houtte, Geschiedenis van Brugge, 89–99, 167–168.
17 Ibid., 112; Craeybeckx, Un grand commerce, 93; for the privilege, Gilliodts-van 

Severen, Cartulaire de l’ancienne estaple I, 158–159.
18 Bigwood, ‘Gand et la circulation’, 404, 423–426, 428–437; Nicholas, Town and 

Countryside, 122–124.

Dordrecht offi  cials, which could be withdrawn without warning and 
for no apparent reason.15

Th e early history of the staple of Bruges resembles that of the Dordrecht 
staple in more than one respect. In the 12th and 13th century, Bruges 
had developed into an important interregional trade centre, with 
English wool, Flemish cloth, and French wine as the main commodi-
ties being traded. As in Dordrecht, this function was supported by a 
series of privileges to foreign merchants.16 In 1323 the count of Flanders 
granted Bruges a monopoly on the trade in all imports entering the 
Zwin estuary. An exception was made for bulk commodities such as 
wine, herring, and other merchandise loaded in barrels, which had to 
be unloaded in Damme, Bruges’ outport situated on the Zwin a few 
kilometres seaward from Bruges. Dried fi sh, grain, and shipping equip-
ment went to the small towns of Hoeke and Monnikerede, also in the 
Zwin estuary. All other goods were to be taken to Bruges in order to be 
stored and sold there.17

Ghent presents a slightly diff erent case. Th e city emerged as a grain 
trade centre because of its location at the confl uence of the Scheldt and 
Lys, the two main rivers connecting the rich grain fi elds of Artois and 
Hainault to the towns of Flanders. Th e fi rst reference to a compulsion 
to sell grain in Ghent dates from 1351; an urban by-law issued in this 
year compelled all merchants bringing grain to Ghent to sell half of it 
in the city. Th e obligation concerned only wheat and rye transported 
downstream on the Scheldt and Lys; oats and barley were free. Th e 
share of the grain that was subjected to the staple (originally half; at the 
end of the 15th century, one sixth) was to be unloaded, measured, reg-
istered, stored, and then sold; and at the sale, the bakers, brewers, and 
private burgesses of Ghent were given priority over foreigners. Th e rest 
of the grain had to be transferred to a Ghent vessel, aft er which it could 
be transported further downstream.18

Unlike Bruges, Ghent was not promoted as an interregional trade 
centre by the Flemish count. Th e grain staple was initiated and 
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19 Bigwood, ‘Gand et la circulation’, 404. Th e confl ict between Ghent and Ypres over 
this issue will be discussed in more detail below.

20 Th e history of the English wool staple is described in detail by Lloyd, English 
Wool Trade, Chapters 3 and 6; this summary is mainly based on pages 101–102, 115, 
210–212, and on Ormrod, Reign of Edward III, 190–194.

 originally also enforced by the city itself. Th at was feasible as long as 
the staple concerned only grain that was brought to Ghent anyway; but 
when in the early 15th century the urban authorities began to object to 
grain being unloaded before it reached the city, authorisation of the 
position of Ghent as a compulsory depot by central government 
became important. Indirectly it was granted in 1424, when Duke Philip 
the Good prohibited the transit grain trade through Warneton (on the 
Lys) and Ypres: this act eff ectively gave Ghent the monopoly it desired.19

In 1313, fourteen years aft er Dordrecht acquired its staple privilege 
and ten years before Bruges did so, the fi rst compulsory English wool 
staple on the continent was established by royal ordinance in Saint-
Omer.20 In the late 13th century several continental towns in a row—
including Dordrecht for a short period—had functioned as the centre 
of the English wool trade, but none of them bore the character of a 
compulsory depot. Th e 1313 ordinance not only prescribed the com-
pulsory market for all merchants exporting English wool to the Low 
Countries, it also superimposed a corporative organisation of mer-
chants later referred to as the Company of the Staple. Each merchant 
was to dispatch his wool to the staple, which was administered by the 
commonalty of merchants.

In 1326 the continental staple was temporarily replaced by a series 
of domestic staples. Th ese were towns in England where the wool was 
to be stored, weighed and registered, and then sold to foreign mer-
chants. Englishmen were no longer permitted to export wool. Only 
two years later, the domestic staples were abolished and a continental 
staple was re-established, this time in Bruges. In the following decades, 
policy shift ed frequently between the alternatives of the continental 
staple on the one hand, and the home staples (combined with prohibi-
tions on exports for denizens) on the other. An important step was 
taken in 1363 when the staple was transferred from Bruges to Calais. 
At the same time a syndicate of 26 merchants was created which was to 
govern the town on behalf of the English king. Although the syndicate 
did not have a formal monopoly, its members came to dominate the 
wool trade at the staple.
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21 Van Herwaarden et al., Geschiedenis van Dordrecht, 45.
22 De Smet, ‘L’ origine des ports du Zwin’, 140–141.
23 Van Houtte, Geschiedenis van Brugge, 111–112.
24 Bigwood, ‘Gand et la circulation’, 397–398
25 Nicholas, ‘Of Poverty and Primacy’, 32; Nicholas, ‘Settlement Patterns’, 7–8.

It has been suggested that Dordrecht’s staple right was the inevitable 
sequel to the town’s development as a centre of interregional trade.21 
However, a comparison with events in Flanders and England makes it 
clear that there is nothing automatic about compulsory staples: they 
result from a set of conscious decisions, shaped by the interests of 
groups and individuals.

Th e compulsory staples of Bruges and Ghent were both initiated by 
urban pressure groups with the objective of limiting outside competi-
tion. In Bruges the commercial elite reacted to the aspirations of the 
towns in the Zwin estuary, and particularly of Bruges’ outport Sluis. 
Owing to silting of the Zwin, in the course of the 13th century seagoing 
vessels found it increasingly diffi  cult to reach Damme. By the end of 
the century Sluis, situated close to the mouth of the Zwin, had begun 
to take over part of Damme’s functions.22 Because of its location, closer 
to the sea and further from Bruges, Sluis was much more dangerous as 
a potential competitor than Damme had ever been. Th e problem 
became acute in 1322, when Jean of Namur, who held the seignory of 
Sluis, persuaded his great-nephew, the young and inexperienced count 
of Flanders, to grant him the function of waterbaljuw (water bailiff ). 
Th is function included jurisdictional authority in the entire Zwin estu-
ary, a capacity in which Jean of Namur would have the instruments to 
obstruct transports to and from Bruges. Th e Bruges authorities were 
quick to react to imminent danger: they cajoled the count into grant-
ing the city the staple privilege that was to direct all trade towards the 
city or the small towns under its control. When Jean of Namur refused 
to comply, the Brugeois took Sluis by force.23

In Ghent the initiative behind the rise of the staple also came from 
within the town, although not from the same mercantile elite. 
According to G. Bigwood, Ghent needed a monopoly position in order 
to guarantee a plentiful supply of grain for its urban population.24 
However, before the 14th century Ghent had apparently been able to 
do without a compulsory staple, even though the city had become 
dependent on grain imports from France as early as the 12th century.25 
Th is makes it hard to believe that concern for the urban food supply 
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26 Nicholas, Town and Countryside, 124–125; Bigwood, ‘Gand et la circulation’, 
411–413; Corryn, ‘Schippersambacht’, 197–203.

27 Ormrod, Reign of Edward III, 191. For a contribution that downplays royal initia-
tive and sees the establishment of the staple purely as a concession to the English mer-
chants: Baker, ‘Establishment’.

28 Lloyd, English Wool Trade, 115–116, 205–207; Ormrod, Reign of Edward III, 193.

was the sole reason for the development of the compulsory staple. Of 
greater signifi cance was probably the rise of the guild of ‘free skippers’, 
a corporative organisation that—from the second half of the 14th cen-
tury onwards—gradually came to dominate water transport on the 
Scheldt, Lys, and Lieve (the latter a canal constructed in the 13th cen-
tury to connect Ghent and Bruges). Step by step the guild succeeded in 
monopolising shipping on these waterways. It is easy to see how the 
staple, with its obligation to unload and register, suited the interests of 
the skippers’ guild; in fact, staple obligations can be seen as part of the 
guild’s overall transport monopoly. Th e privileged position of the 
Ghent skippers’ guild was offi  cially recognised by central govern-
ment in the late 14th century, and again in 1436 and 1475 in a more 
extended form.26

Both in Ghent and in Bruges the role of the central authorities in the 
creation of the compulsory staple was restricted to formally sanction-
ing the fait accompli they were faced with. Th e creation of the English 
wool staple system, on the other hand, bears the marks of royal initia-
tive. It is true that the great wool merchants usually supported the con-
tinental wool staple—off ering as it did opportunities to control exports 
and monopolise the wool trade.27 Yet events also show that the wool 
merchants could not dictate conditions. Th e installation of the home 
staples in 1326 was forced upon them; many of the new staple towns 
were inland towns; and of the four main wool ports, only London was 
constituted a staple. Th e Ordinance of the Staple issued in 1353, which 
re-established the home staples and forbade exports by English mer-
chants, was also a top-down arrangement. So too was the move of the 
staple to Calais in 1363: in this case merchants had not even been con-
sulted.28 For the Crown the staple served a political goal: it could be 
used as an instrument to put pressure on the authorities on the other 
side of the Channel. Th is partly explains the frequent shift s of the sta-
ple from one place to another. Th e staple also had important fi scal 
advantages. Th rough the staple, the riches of the wool trade could be 
taxed profi tably and easily. When levied via the Company of the Staple 
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29 Lloyd, English Wool Trade, 202–203, 211; Power, Wool Trade, 88.
30 Lloyd, English Wool Trade, 218–219, 223–224, 256.
31 Gönnenwein, Stapel- und Niederlagsrecht, 18–21.
32 Smit, ‘Begin’, 50–51.

the custom revenues could, moreover, be used as sureties on loans the 
Crown might wish to raise.29 In short, until the late 14th century, when 
the infl uence of Parliament—and particularly of the merchant repre-
sentation in Parliament—increased markedly, staple policy was to a 
large extent determined by the interests and actions of the Crown.30

In Dordrecht the decisions and interests of social groups are perhaps 
not as visible, but all the same they were the driving force behind the 
Dordrecht staple privileges. Notably, Dordrecht received the privilege 
that made it a compulsory and exclusive depot more than two decades 
before Bruges did. Th e Dordrecht staple right also preceded the instal-
lation of the fi rst compulsory English wool staple in 1313. Th e staple as 
a compulsory depot for the interregional trade was not a Holland 
invention. Cologne, for instance, having attempted to monopolise the 
transit trade on the Rhine from at least the late 12th century onward, 
in 1259 became the fi rst town in the German empire to obtain a formal 
staple privilege, granted by the archbishop of Cologne.31 Nevertheless, 
in view of the late rise of towns and trade in Holland and—even more 
so—of the lack of a tradition of political constraints on trade, the early 
date of the grant to Dordrecht is surprising.

In the past the search for the origins of the Dordrecht staple right 
has given rise to several theories. H.J. Smit has stressed the role of Jean 
of Avesnes, count of Hainault and sworn enemy to the Flemish count 
Guy of Dampierre. During the troubled and chaotic years aft er the 
death of Floris V in 1296, Dordrecht had supported the claims of 
Avesnes to the guardianship of Floris’ young son Jan I. Only weeks 
aft er Avesnes had fi nally assumed the role of regent, he and his ward 
together granted Dordrecht the staple right, as a reward—according to 
Smit—for the town’s support to the Avesnes cause.32

Although the genesis of the staples in Flanders and England shows 
that political events may act as a catalyst, it is also clear that in both 
cases the way had already been paved by structural factors. In Dordrecht 
it was no diff erent. Firstly, just as the English wool staple was advanta-
geous for the king of England from a fi scal point of view, a compul-
sory  depot for the river trade was in the interests of the count of 
Holland because it increased the effi  ciency of the comital river tolls. 
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33 Smit, Rekeningen Hollandse tollen, x-xiv, xliv-xlvi and Appendix.
34 Niermeyer, ‘Dordrecht als handelsstad’ I, 6–8. Extant toll accounts; for instance, 

those of the toll at Gorinchem over the years 1478 to 1481 indeed record many entries 
for goods bought at a ‘lower’ market (‘ter nedermerct gekocht’) (Smit, Rekeningen 
Hollandse tollen, 62 ff .).

Th e close connection between the staple and the river tolls can only 
be fully understood if the specifi c characteristics of the Holland toll 
system are taken into account. From the 11th century onwards, a sys-
tem of toll posts had developed—with Dordrecht as its centre—which 
allowed the counts of Holland to control shipping in the delta of the 
Rhine and Meuse. In the 15th century, toll payments were due only 
upon leaving or entering the county; but in the 14th century, the toll 
post in Dordrecht still had an important function. At an early stage, 
the counts had begun to grant toll exemptions to the towns of Holland 
and Zeeland. Before the end of the 13th century, all major towns, many 
smaller ones, and also a few villages were the lucky owners of privileges 
guaranteeing them toll exemption. Although some foreign merchants 
enjoyed toll reductions—merchants from the Hansa towns fi rst and 
foremost among them—few were completely exempted.33

Th is contrast between the toll status of Holland merchants on the 
one hand and foreigners on the other provided opportunities for eva-
sion of the tolls. J.F. Niermeyer has pointed out that the toll exemptions 
granted to the towns of Holland and Zeeland usually included the con-
dition that the merchandise had to be bought at the ‘highest market’: 
Cologne on the Rhine, or Venlo on the Meuse. Th is was to prevent 
merchants from the Rhineland or Guelders from selling, or even trans-
ferring pro forma, their cargo to Holland merchants before arriving at 
the easternmost toll post, thus robbing the count of Holland of the 
revenues he was entitled to. Th e staple right was supposed to discour-
age this kind of toll evasion. It forced ships to stop in Dordrecht and 
have their cargo checked for commodities subject to the staple. If at 
that point a merchant was unable to prove—by way of a token or note 
issued by the proper authorities—that he had indeed bought his mer-
chandise at the highest market, he had to pay the river tolls. Th e staple, 
Niermeyer concluded, was an instrument in the count’s continuous 
eff orts to increase revenues.34

On one point Smit and Niermeyer agreed: although neither denied 
the interests of the Dordrecht elite were also at stake, both assumed the 
staple right was primarily based on an active and conscious policy of 
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35 Dijkhof, ‘Economische en fi scale politiek’, 11.

the count of Holland. However, recent research has shown that in 
other respects the Dordrecht elite did not merely react to the count’s 
actions. For the reign of Floris V, Eef Dijkhof has shown that many of 
the privileges granted to Dordrecht were probably initiated by the 
Dordrecht elite. Dordrecht was in good position to bargain, because 
the town supported Floris’ fi nancial transactions, providing security 
for many of the count’s loans.35 In the autumn of 1299, Dordrecht’s 
infl uence was probably greater than ever: Jean of Avesnes needed to 
consolidate his new position and the cooperation of Dordrecht was 
necessary to achieve that goal. It therefore makes sense to assume that 
the grant of the staple privilege was partly due to pressure exerted by 
the Dordrecht elite.

Still, Dordrecht was not Bruges. Around the year 1300 the latter was 
a metropolis with a fl ourishing interregional trade and with suffi  cient 
clout to stand up to the Flemish count. In comparison, Dordrecht—
although on the rise—was but a secondary trading centre. It is diffi  cult 
to believe that mere pressure from the Dordrecht merchants would 
have been enough to cajole the count of Holland into granting the 
town a privilege as far-reaching as the 1299 staple right. Dordrecht can 
only have been able to achieve its goal because two other factors helped 
promote its cause. One factor was the political situation of the moment: 
the accession of a new ruler who badly needed the support of the 
Dordrecht elite and could easily be persuaded to anything that might 
challenge the hegemony of Flanders as the focus of international trade. 
Th e other, more fundamental factor was the unique connection 
between the river toll system and the staple. Even if the staple right was 
not his idea to begin with, it must have been clear to the count that he 
stood to gain from it as much as the Dordrecht merchants.

Th e toll system contributed greatly to what makes the Dordrecht 
staple stand out from its counterparts in England and Flanders. 
In England, the interests of the king and those of the large wool mer-
chants frequently coincided, but there were also intervals when this 
was not the case and—at least until the end of the 14th century—
on these occasions the demands of the Crown usually prevailed. 
In Flanders, the urban elite and the count were usually on opposing 
sides. Certainly, the Flemish count did levy tolls in the Zwin estuary—
in fact, the Damme wine toll was the most profi table part of the Flemish 
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36 Van Nieuwenhuysen, Les fi nances, Économie, 182–183; Soens, Rentmeesters, 
265–266 (toll Damme); Ibid., 260–261; Van Houtte, Geschiedenis van Brugge, 198–201 
(toll Bruges).

37 Van Rijswijk, Geschiedenis Dordtse stapelrecht, 27–28
38 De Boer, ‘“Hongher” naar meer’, 133.

river toll system, and its revenues must have benefi ted from the estab-
lishment of a compulsory staple. However, the toll in Bruges itself did 
not belong to the count: it was enfeoff ed to the lords of Ghistel.36 
Moreover, any advantages a compulsory staple in Bruges might have 
off ered to the count were probably overshadowed by the dangers of 
making the city even more powerful than it already was. In Dordrecht, 
on the other hand, the interests of the count of Holland and that of the 
urban elite ran parallel from the beginning and, as we shall see, largely 
continued to do so.

Eff ects

Infl uenced perhaps by the never-ending protests against the Dordrecht 
staple in the Middle Ages and the early modern period, the negative 
eff ects of the Dordrecht staple right have drawn far more attention 
than the potential benefi ts. Nonetheless, even Van Rijswijk—certainly 
no friend of the staple policy—believed that in its early stages the sta-
ple made a positive contribution to the development of trade. Th e 
Dordrecht staple linked regional trade patterns to interregional net-
works and provided buyers and sellers with a fi xed meeting point and 
with the services and facilities they needed.37 Th e positive benefi ts are 
also stressed by Dick de Boer. He sees the Dordrecht staple as a catalyst 
of the emerging market economies of Holland and Zeeland, at least 
during the fi rst decades of the 14th century: the combination of tolls 
and market rights on the one hand and well-chosen exemptions on the 
other provided structure and direction.38

Th ere is no doubt that a certain degree of concentration of trade had 
advantages in an age when aggregate trade volumes were small. Like 
fairs, staple markets helped to reduce the costs of matching supply and 
demand. Th ey allowed buyers to come into contact with a large group 
of sellers at the same time and vice versa. Economies of scale also 
allowed for the development of a number of market services that were 
not readily available elsewhere. Fourteenth-century Bruges is a perfect 
example. Th e city provided a physical infrastructure in the shape of 
quays, cranes, carriers, and storage space, and it guaranteed reliable 
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39 Th e fi nancial and commercial infrastructure of Bruges is well-documented. 
A valuable analysis is provided by Murray, Bruges, esp. Chapters 4, 5 and 6. For a com-
parison with Antwerp and Amsterdam, cf. Gelderblom, Violence, Opportunism, esp. 
Chapter 5 (Th e Exchange of Goods).

40 Van Herwaarden et al., Geschiedenis van Dordrecht, 44–45 (storage and han-
dling); OHZ II no. 787 (brokerage), IV nos. 1637, 1997 (measuring) and 2154 (again 
brokerage), V no. 3250 (exchange).

41 Th is line of reasoning is derived from Epstein, ‘Town and Country’, 14, who uses 
it to explain the potentially benefi cial eff ects of regional monopolies; it can be applied 
equally well to transit staples.

weighing and measuring. Foreign merchants could make use of the 
services of money changers who off ered banking services and short-
term credit, brokers who provided mediation, and hostellers who did 
all of these things and in addition off ered storage space and acted as 
local agents for absent merchants.39 Since Dordrecht was a much 
smaller trade centre than Bruges, the level of the services provided was 
probably more modest. Nevertheless, a system of standardised meas-
ures, carrying services and storage capacity, and brokerage and money 
changers were all in operation by the end of the 13th century.40

However, it does not necessarily follow that coercion, in the form of 
a staple privilege, was needed to achieve all this. As long as value for 
money was off ered, concentration and the services coming with it 
could surely be depended upon to develop of their own accord: mer-
chants would be willing to pay for facilities that materially improved 
trading conditions. A positive contribution of coercion is conceivable 
only in two situations. Firstly, at least in theory, it could help solve free-
riding problems. However, it is doubtful if in practice this carried 
much weight. For most, if not all, facilities off ered by staple towns, it is 
hard to see how anybody could have profi ted from them without actu-
ally doing business at the staple and paying for the services provided. 
Secondly, a staple privilege may have stimulated investments in the 
physical infrastructure or in the institutional framework that might 
not have been made without the guarantee of a good return.41 Again 
some doubts are justifi ed: in Bruges, for instance, the foundations of 
the institutions just mentioned were already in place before a formal 
staple came into existence.

In other words, while voluntary concentration can be explained as 
an effi  cient response to the economic needs of an age of ‘thin’ trade, 
compulsion must have other roots. It is clear where to look: as we have 
seen, staple rights were very much the result of political power-play. 
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42 For wine the rate was 1d Holl. per mark of 24s Hollands or 0.3% (Niermeyer, 
Bronnen Beneden-Maasgebied, 403; Niermeyer, ‘Dordrecht als handelsstad’ I, 10–11). 
For wheat the tariff  was 6 or 7d per hoed of approximately 1003 litres (Niermeyer, 
Bronnen Beneden-Maasgebied, 421, 479, 453). At an estimated price of 11.5 lb. Holl. per 
hoed, this results in a rate of 0.2 to 0.3%. Th is price estimate is based on the average 
retail price of wheat of 10.8 groot (of 8d Holl.) per achtendeel of 34.2 litres, paid by St. 
Catherine’s hospital in Leiden in the 1390s (see Appendix D for the exact fi gures and 
references). However, wholesale prices were lower than retail prices, and rye was nor-
mally about 30% cheaper than wheat. Th erefore, in reality the rates were probably 
higher, but they cannot have exceeded the 1% level.

43 Niermeyer, ‘Dordrecht als handelsstad’ I, 12–15.

By implication, these rights were benefi cial for some, while for others 
the negative eff ects dominated. In judging their impact, it is easy to 
be misled by the litany of protests: complaints were part of the game. 
A more realistic assessment of the eff ects of the Dordrecht staple 
requires us to look behind this façade. Two kinds of potentially nega-
tive eff ects can be distinguished: fi rstly, coercion could facilitate and 
support surplus extraction at the staple; and secondly, it could suppress 
the development of trade elsewhere.

Surplus extraction at the staple covered more than just the tolls, cus-
toms, and dues that were demanded: the eff ects of a trade monopoly 
on price formation, for instance, cannot be captured in this way. 
Nevertheless, the rate of taxation does provide an indication of possi-
bilities for rent-seeking by those in power, even if only a partial one.

Impositions at the Dordrecht staple consisted of several compo-
nents. Firstly, there was the comital toll—levied at the Dordrecht toll 
house—on transactions taking place at the staple. Th e toll had to be 
paid by both the buyer and the seller, unless they enjoyed toll exemp-
tion. Th e Dordrecht toll accounts over the years 1380 to 1385, the only 
ones that have been preserved, give rates of less than 1% for wine and 
grain purchased in Dordrecht.42 Th e toll payment probably included a 
fee for the compulsory use of the Dordrecht exchange, which as we saw 
served as a registration offi  ce for all transactions.43 For goods not sold 
in Dordrecht, rates payable at the Dordrecht toll were negligible. Of 
course it should be remembered that the owners had to pay a transit 
toll when entering and leaving the county. Th e rates for these transit 
tolls varied widely: the standard rate was 5%, but whenever tolls were 
expressed as a fi xed sum per product or unit, rates tended to be much 
lower as a consequence of the gradual depreciation of currency—and 
probably also as a consequence of the resistance to changing what was 
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44 Th e only general tariff  list for the Holland river tolls dates from 1357 or 1358 
(Niermeyer, Bronnen Beneden-Maasgebied, no. 441; for the dating, see Smit, Rekeningen 
Hollandse tollen, xliv). Th is ‘codifi cation’ of existing practice gives a variety of tariff s for 
a large number of products at the main toll posts and also mentions special rates or 
exemptions for various privileged groups of merchants.

45 Fruin, Oudste rechten Dordrecht I, 42–43, 46. Based on the same price estimate of 
11.5 lb. Holl. per hoed as used above, this results in a brokerage fee of 0.2% and measur-
ing dues of 0.1%.

46 Fruin, Oudste rechten Dordrecht I, 38. Th ese tariff s are in ‘groot payments’, which 
probably means groten Vlaams. Th e rates have been calculated from a price estimate of 
8 to 12 lb. groten Vlaams per roede, which is the wholesale price level for wine men-
tioned in the Dordrecht toll accounts over the years 1380–1385 (Niermeyer, Bronnen 
Beneden-Maasgebied, 403–408, 432–438, 460–464, 488–491, 505–508, 557–560). Th is 
results in rates of 0.8 to 1.3% for transactions on water and 1.4 to 2.1% for transactions 
on land.

47 Burgers and Dijkhof, Oudste stadsrekeningen Dordrecht, f 17.1, 18.17. Th e pur-
chase was part of a fi nancial arrangement called fi neren: the town borrowed money by 
buying the rye on credit and selling it immediately for cash (Zuijderduijn, Medieval 
Capital Markets, 74, 143–144).

48 Niermeyer, Bronnen Beneden-Maasgebied, no. 426.
49 Hof, Egmondse kloosterrekeningen, 44–45.

regarded as a given right. Moreover, in many cases, exemptions or 
reductions eased the burden considerably.44

Th e other dues to be paid were related to the services provided by 
the town and its burgesses. Th e earliest Dordrecht by-laws, dating from 
1401, give the offi  cial tariff s for brokerage and measuring. For wheat 
and rye, the brokerage fee was 6d Hollands per hoed (to be shared by 
buyer and seller); the due for measuring the grain was 4d Hollands per 
hoed. Together, these charges amounted to 1% of the value at most.45 
Th e brokerage fee for wine was set at 24 groot per roede (just over 2,000 
litres) when the purchase took place on the water and 4 groot per aam 
(one tenth of a roede) when it took place in the town: a rate of 1 to 2%.46 
Scattered account data confi rm the impression that tariff s were moder-
ate. In 1284/85 the Dordrecht authorities bought a large amount of rye 
from a Rostock merchant; on this occasion the brokerage fee was 0.4% 
of the value of the grain.47 Another example comes from the purchase 
of wheat for the household of the count of Holland in 1355/56; in this 
case the brokerage fee was 0.8% of the price, while another 0.8% was 
spent on dues for measuring.48 In addition, dues had to be paid for 
handling: wine barrels had to be rolled or dragged to and from the 
ships, and grain sacs had to be carried. Th e wine account of Egmond 
Abbey over the year 1344/45 gives a clue to the level: for each of its 
purchases of wine in Dordrecht, the abbey paid 0.4 to 0.5% for the 
handling of the wine barrels.49 Finally, there were the urban excises. 
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50 Burgers and Dijkhof, Oudste stadsrekeningen, xxvi–xxviii; OHZ III, no. 1637; 
partly repeated in 1281 (OHZ IV no. 1974), 1280/1282 (OHZ IV, no. 1974) and 1284 
(OHZ IV, no. 2181).

51 Niermeyer, ‘Dordrecht als handelsstad’ I, 18–19. To give an example of how this 
worked in practice, based on the fi gures mentioned by Niermeyer: a cargo worth, for 
example, 100 écu in the market would be valuated at the toll post at 3200 groten (actual 
conversion rate 1:32); at an offi  cial toll rate of, for example, 0.5% this would result in a 
due of 16 groten, which would then be converted back into écus at the offi  cial rate of 
1:18. Th e real toll payment would be 0.9 écu—almost twice as high as the tariff  
suggests.

No 14th-century excise tariff s are extant, but if the late 13th-century 
situation is any guide, these were also moderate: the sum paid as excise 
over the rye transaction with the Rostock merchant amounted to 1.3% 
of the value.

In summary, the merchants who traded at the Dordrecht staple paid 
offi  cially around 5% in dues on the value of their cargo. Th e sum is 
certainly not negligible; but at these rates impositions hardly qualify as 
extortionate either. In practice, there were no doubt situations where 
costs rose to higher levels. Offi  cials must have had opportunities for 
exactions over and above the offi  cial rates. In the 1270s and 1280s, for 
instance, Count Floris V had to intervene aft er complaints about the 
impositions on the measuring of salt and the handling of wine barrels. 
Th e count fi xed the tariff s for both activities and set additional rules on 
how they were to be conducted; but the fact that his orders had to be 
repeated more than once suggests that these rules were not readily 
obeyed.50 A more subtle example of exaction is provided by the toll 
registers for the Dordrecht toll for the years 1380 to 1385. Th ey show 
that toll payments had to be made in gold écus or some other stable 
currency according to the offi  cial conversion rate, which meant that at 
times of rapid depreciation of the Holland coinage—and these were 
frequent in the late 14th and early 15th century—the actual toll rates 
could be much higher than the tariff s suggest.51

Even if these factors are taken into account, it is clear that the English 
wool trade presents a far more extreme case of surplus extraction via 
taxation. Th e total level of customs and additional subsidy on wool 
exports for English merchants rose steeply from a moderate 5% of the 
value of the wool in the beginning of the 14th century to around 50% 
by 1350. In the late 14th and early 15th century, it usually fl uctuated 
between 35 and 50%; at that stage there was also a small additional 
due to be paid for the defence of Calais. During the intervals when 
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52 Munro, ‘English “Backwardness”’, 110–111, 164–165.
53 Lloyd, English Wool Trade, 218–220, 227–228, 233.
54 Ormrod, ‘England’, 32; Harriss, King, Parliament and Public Finance, 469–470.
55 Harriss, King, Parliament and Public Finance, 421–422.
56 Lloyd, English Wool Trade, 241–242, 314–317.
57 Munro, Wool, Cloth, and Gold, 88–90.

alien merchants were allowed to export wool, they paid rates that 
were even higher.52 Certainly, the customs system and the staple sys-
tem were not identical. Th e fi rst predated the last, and customs were 
also levied on products other than wool. However, customs and staple 
did support and reinforce each other. Moreover, the staple provided 
additional  means for exactions. At the end of the 14th century, for 
instance, the Crown frequently issued licenses that allowed individual 
merchants to by-pass staple obligations—and these, of course, had also 
to be paid for.53

A tax burden of these proportions was made possible by a combina-
tion of two factors. Th e superior power of the Crown is one factor. 
Particularly during the fi rst half of the 14th century, royal attempts to 
tap the wealth of the wool trade were not held in check by countervail-
ing powers. Around the middle of the 14th century, Parliament did 
gain the right to authorise the wool subsidy; however, the Commons—
rather than agree to a direct taxation—used this right not to abolish 
the subsidy, but to grant it in an almost uninterrupted sequence.54 
A second factor is that, until the late 14th century, the monopoly posi-
tion of English wool was unchallenged. Here the staple helped: by the 
simple expedient of raising sales prices in Calais—the only market for 
high quality wool accessible to Low Countries clothiers—English wool 
merchants were able to pay the customs and still make a profi t.55

In the late 14th century, English wool exports began to fall. Although 
internal problems in the cities of Flanders and Brabant may have 
played a part, it is clear that much of the decline can be attributed to 
the taxes on wool exports, in combination with rigid staple  regulations. 
High duties aff ected the position of English wool on the continental 
market, particularly that of medium-quality wool; Low Countries 
manufacturers could buy Spanish or other wools of similar quality for 
a lower price.56 Th e bullion ordinances of 1429, enforcing cash pay-
ment and prohibiting credit at the staple in Calais, made matters worse 
by confronting buyers with almost insurmountable barriers.57 As an 
unintentional side-eff ect of the heavy taxes on wool exports, the 
English cloth industry and cloth exports developed rapidly from the 
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58 Ormrod, ‘England’, 41–43.
59 Th e tariff  is given by Gilliodts-van Severen, Cartulaire de l’ancienne tonlieu I, 9. 

For grain, where the toll is expressed as a share of the volume, the rate is between 1 and 
2% (Ibid., 10).

60 Th e tariff  can be deduced from the account of the Dendermonde toll published 
by David Nicholas, e.g. lines 3 and 4 (Nicholas, ‘Scheldt Trade’, 291). A rate can been 
calculated by using a price estimate of 690 to 1090 groten Vlaams or 2.9 to 4.5 lb. groten 
Vlaams per queue. Th is is based on the retail prices of wine in Ghent between 1370 and 
1380, which were between 3.5 and 5.5 groten Vlaams per lot of 2.301 liters (Craeybeckx, 
Un grand commerce, 5, 204, 284). Th e resulting rate is 0.5 to 0.7%; but as wholesale 
prices were lower than retail prices, the actual rate was probably somewhat higher. Th e 
ratio of the lb., s and d parisis Vlaams to the lb., s and d groten Vlaams was 12 to 1 
(Spuff ord, Handbook of Medieval Exchange, xxiv).

61 Craeybeckx, Un grand commerce, 22–24.
62 Gelderblom, Violence, Opportunism, Chapter 5 (Th e Exchange of Goods).
63 Van Houtte, Geschiedenis van Brugge, 201 (2 groten per barrel for the crane); 

Gilliodts-van Severen, Cartulaire de l’ancienne tonlieu II, 52–53 (4–6 groten for the 
transport of a wine barrel, for Hansa merchants). Based on a retail wine price estimate 
of 2.9 to 4.5 lb. groten Vlaams, this results in a rate (for crane plus handling) of 0.7 to 
1.2%; again, the actual rate was probably higher because wholesale wine prices were 
lower than retail prices.

late 14th century onwards.58 Th is, however, does not detract from the 
fact that for a century or more heavy exactions—caused and main-
tained by the inability of merchants to resist rent-seeking by the 
Crown—seriously disadvantaged the English wool trade.

Seen from this perspective, it is hardly surprising that in Flanders 
impositions on staple trade were no higher than in Dordrecht. Th e 
Bruges wine trade provides an example. Just like the Dordrecht wine 
trade, it was taxed in several ways. Firstly, there was the comital toll of 
Damme, levied on all merchandise entering the Zwin. According to a 
mid 13th-century tariff  list, the toll for a barrel of wine was 4d—but 
since price data for this period are unavailable, it is impossible to trans-
late this into a percentage of the value.59 However, we do know that in 
1368 at the toll of Dendermonde, which taxed the interregional trade 
on the Scheldt between Ghent and Antwerp, the tariff  for the better 
wines was 3s 2d parisis Vlaams per queue of approximately 457 litres, 
which meant a rate of less than 1%.60 It is unlikely that the Zwin toll was 
much higher than this. In addition, there was a comital toll on wine 
sold in Damme, but it was negligible. In the late 14th century, only the 
trade in the popular Poitou wines was taxed, at a rate of 8d parisis 
Vlaams per barrel.61 Brokerage fees were usually no higher than 1% of 
the value, and in some cases even considerably lower.62 Somewhat 
more substantial were the dues for the use of the crane and the  dragging 
of the wine barrels, which added another 2% or so.63 Th e end result was 
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64 Abraham-Th isse, ‘Lakenhandel’, 68.
65 Nicholas, Town and Countryside, 144–147.
66 Lambert, ‘Merchants on the Margin?’
67 Sosson, ‘Les “petites villes” du Zwin’.

a level of impositions similar to what was customary in Dordrecht. 
Th is assessment receives support from the calculations made by 
German cloth merchants in the early 15th century. In a complaint to 
the Bruges authorities, they estimated their expenditure on brokerage, 
handling, tolls, and other dues in Bruges at 6 to 8% of the price of the 
cloth. Considering the source of the information, this is likely to have 
been the upper limit.64

However, Bruges does provide a very clear example of the second 
way in which staples could have detrimental eff ects: via the suppres-
sion of trade elsewhere. Aft er the offi  cial instatement of the Bruges sta-
ple in 1323, the Bruges merchant elite continued to look upon the 
Zwin towns as a potential threat to the city’s own trade. Bruges’ extra-
territorial powers were used to keep competition in check: from the 
middle of the 14th century the city used its position as court of appeal 
(chef de sens) for the other towns in the quarter to administratively and 
fi nancially subordinate the Zwin towns.65 Th e Bruges staple imposed a 
veritable stranglehold on the Sluis economy, which was only partially 
relieved by the rise of a lively black market, used mainly by local people 
and individual merchants who could not fall back on networks and 
trade privileges in Bruges.66 For the smaller Zwin towns, the situation 
was even worse. Jean-Pierre Sosson has argued convincingly that their 
total dependence on the Bruges trade cut off  all possibilities for an 
independent development, and in the end this was responsible for the 
towns’ economic and demographic decline in the 15th century.67

Ghent’s attempts to monopolise the transit grain trade were closely 
connected to the aspirations of the city (that is, of its skippers) to dom-
inate the waterways. An illustration of the link between the grain trade 
and domination of the rivers is provided by a prolonged confl ict with 
Ypres in early 15th century. Th e city of Ypres had undertaken the 
improvement and extension of the Ieperleet, a waterway that con-
nected Ypres to Nieuport and Bruges. Th is had opened new opportu-
nities for the interregional grain trade: grain transported from northern 
France to Ypres could now be re-exported via Nieuport or Bruges. 
In 1424 Ghent persuaded Duke Philip the Good to issue a prohibition 
on the use of this route for grain exports; this meant that the Ghent 
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68 For a detailed description and analysis of the confl ict, including references to 
older literature see Sortor, ‘Th e Ieperleet Aff air’.

69 Corryn, ‘Schippersambacht’, 202–204.
70 Niermeyer, Bronnen Beneden-Maasgebied, no. 169. Th e charter leaves room for 

multiple interpretations: besides references to Middelburg and Zierikzee, it also men-
tions ‘the other towns of our lands’. Th is induced Smit and Niermeyer to assume that 
all towns of Holland and Zeeland were exempt from the staple from 1304 onwards 
when transporting wine and oats for their own use (Smit, ‘Begin’, 50; Niermeyer, 
‘Dordrecht als handelsstad’, I, 6–7). However, the later charters on the upkeep of 
Dordrecht’s staple privileges make it perfectly clear there was no general exemption for 
all towns; in fact, the entire history of confl icts over the staple would make no sense if 
there had been such an exemption. Th erefore, the interpretation of Van Rijswijk and 
Van Herwaarden et al. is preferable: they claim that the charter of 1304 implied a more 
precise delimitation and, at most, a very limited reduction of the staple rather than a 
major change (Van Rijswijk, Geschiedenis Dordtse stapelrecht, 30–31; Van Herwaarden 
et al., Geschiedenis van Dordrecht, 81–82).

skippers acquired a virtual monopoly on the interregional transit grain 
trade. A vicious confl ict between Ghent and Ypres erupted, but even an 
appeal by Ypres to the Parliament of Paris, as supreme court, did not 
change matters.68

Ypres was not the only victim of Ghent’s attempts to control the 
waterways. Ghent also clashed with various other towns. Until the late 
15th century, when the city was unable to stop the advance of Antwerp, 
Ghent successfully suppressed the emergence of competitive river 
trade centres in Flanders.69 Th e two case studies in the next section will 
show why Dordrecht, despite comital support for the staple, did not 
have the same hold on commercial activities in the towns of the 
Holland river region.

5.3 Dordrecht and its neighbours

Almost immediately aft er Dordrecht had received its staple privilege, 
protests arose from other towns. In 1304 the Zeeland towns Zierikzee 
and Middelburg received the explicit permission of Count Willem III 
to by-pass Dordrecht with their cargoes of oats and wine.70 It is not a 
coincidence that the fi rst protests came from Zeeland and not from 
Holland. Trade and industry were only just beginning to develop in the 
towns of Holland, but the Zeeland towns—favourably situated with 
respect to Flanders—had already built up a fl ourishing wine trade. Th eir 
wealth, and probably also the fact that sovereignty over Zee land was 
contested by the counts of Holland and Flanders, gave the Zeeland 
towns a negotiating position that the emerging towns of Holland 
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71 Visser, Schoonhoven, 70–72, 78–79; Visser, ‘Dichtheid en bevolking’, 20.
72 OHZ IV, nos. 1901 and 1939.

simply did not yet have. Admittedly, Middelburg and Zierik zee did not 
get everything they wished for: wine transports were only permitted if 
the wine was meant for consumption in the towns. However, the provi-
sions made in the 1304 charter to ensure this restriction was adhered 
to—in case of doubt a toll offi  cial was to accompany the ship to Zeeland 
to keep an eye on the proceedings—suggests that the towns made use 
of this loophole to develop their own wine trade with Flanders.

Schoonhoven

Two decades later protests against the Dordrecht staple arose from 
another direction: the towns of Holland now also raised their voices. 
Th e fi rst among them to do so was the small town of Schoonhoven, 
situated on the Rhine near the Utrecht border. Jan of Beaumont, 
brother to Count Willem III of Holland, had received Schoonhoven in 
the early 14th century as part of his apanage (the fi ef granted to a rul-
er’s younger son) and had made it his main residence in Holland. 
Schoonhoven was a small and relatively young settlement. It had fi rst 
developed in the second quarter of the 13th century around a newly 
constructed harbour that connected the peat stream Vlist to the river 
Rhine. In the early 14th century, Schoonhoven may have had around 
500 inhabitants.71

At fi rst sight it seems unlikely that an inconsequential settlement 
like this should feel the Dordrecht staple right as a burden. However, 
there is good reason to believe that even at this stage the Schoon-
hoven  townspeople participated in the interregional river trade. 
In 1280 they acquired exemption from the river tolls in Holland as part 
of a charter of urban liberties; one year later they received a similar 
privilege for the tolls in Utrecht.72 In addition, thanks to its location, 
Schoon hoven was in a good position to attract foreign merchants. 
Situated east of the easternmost Holland river toll post in Ammers, 
it was one of those places that off ered tempting opportunities for 
toll evasion to merchants from Guelders or the Rhineland. If they 
succeeded in selling their merchandise to Hollanders here, they 
cut expenses on tolls and moreover shortened their journey. Th at 
the towns people profi ted from this opportunity is suggested by the 
fact that the count of Holland moved the toll post of Ammers to 
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73 Smit, Rekeningen Hollandse tollen, xxxii; cf. the toll of Niemandsvriend that was 
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74 See section 4.2.
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Schoonhoven in 1398. Th is was immediately aft er the last of the counts 
of Blois—the descendants of Jan of Beaumont—had died and the Blois 
territories had reverted to the rule of the count of Holland.73

In 1321 Schoonhoven ships, according to the complaints of the 
urban authorities, were suddenly confronted with demands to pay tolls 
and comply with staple obligations in Dordrecht, even though in the 
past they had been free from both. Th e townspeople probably realised 
that on their own they were no match for Dordrecht, and therefore 
looked for support, requesting the help of their lord, Jan of Beaumont. 
Twenty years later Beaumont was to back the fi shermen of Noordwijk 
in their attempts to fi ght the claims of Katwijk to a monopoly in the 
sea-fi sh trade.74 In 1321 we witness him as champion for Schoonhoven 
in its struggle against Dordrecht. In November of that year, Beaumont 
informed the Schoonhoven authorities that he had talked things over 
with his brother, who had promised to look into the matter. It seems 
the count kept his promise because a few weeks later statements were 
recorded from (amongst others) the magistrates of Gouda, Oudewater, 
and Nieuwpoort, and the lords of Vianen, Montfoort, and IJsselstein. 
In view of the fact that the interests of these towns—all situated in the 
river region—would be best served if Dordrecht’s economic power 
was  not permitted to grow unchecked, it is not surprising that all 
were  perfectly willing to testify Schoonhoven had never paid tolls 
and had never been subjected to the staple of Dordrecht. Th e result 
was  at least a partial victory for Schoonhoven: in May 1322 Count 
Willem III issued a charter that granted the town toll exemption, 
although it does not explicitly state that this also meant exemption 
from the Dordrecht staple.75

But matters did not end here, as the events of a few years later 
show. Th ere are at least two versions of what happened. Th e story told 
by the chronicler Willem Procurator is straightforward enough. 
According to the chronicle, Dordrecht had received new privileges and 
this had evoked a reaction from the other towns of Holland, to the 
point where goods from Dordrecht merchants had been confi scated. 
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In turn, Dordrecht abused its position by exacting tribute from the 
burgesses of other towns. Th e count regarded this as insubordination 
and ordered an armed expedition. On the mere rumour of an approach-
ing army, Dordrecht backed down and begged for the count’s forgive-
ness, but without success: the staple privilege was withdrawn.76 Th e 
story certainly has the advantage of a strong moral, but it is not neces-
sarily true.77

Firstly, there is no indication Dordrecht received new privileges 
around this time. Secondly, contemporary administrative sources con-
fi rm that Dordrecht’s staple privilege was withdrawn in 1326, but 
allow for a diff erent interpretation of the events leading up to the revo-
cation. Perhaps the partial success of Schoonhoven’s earlier protests 
had raised hopes in other towns, or perhaps they had triggered a more 
determined enforcement of the staple right by Dordrecht offi  cials. 
Quite possibly it was a combination of both. In any case, in 1325 six 
towns (Delft , Gouda, Haarlem, Leiden, Alkmaar and—once more—
Schoonhoven) and three villages (Akersloot, Uitgeest, and Wormer) 
argued that since their toll privileges were older than Dordrecht’s 
staple rights, they did not feel obliged to buy, sell, or unload at 
Dordrecht.78 Certainly, Dordrecht’s privilege of 1299 explicitly stated 
that staple obligations also applied to those who were exempt from the 
river tolls, but the towns obviously disagreed. Th e relation between toll 
exemption and exemption from the staple was to become a recurrent 
theme in later years, with each party interpreting the rules to its best 
advantage.

Th e protest against the Dordrecht staple probably marks the fi rst 
attempt of the towns of Holland to join forces in order to infl uence 
economic policy. It is worth noting that towns and villages from the 
north of the county were just as much involved as towns in the river 
delta, a clear indication of the increasing integration of the northern 
part of Holland in the interregional trade network.79 Th e involvement 
of three Kennemerland villages is not as surprising as it may seem. 
As we saw earlier, around 1280 they had all received exemption from 
the river tolls.80 Th is gave them reason to partake in the protest and, 
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since the seniority of toll privileges was the argument on which the 
entire case rested, they would have made a welcome addition to the 
party. Th e fact that Schoonhoven was again going to the trouble of put-
ting up a fi ght raises more questions: it suggests that if in 1322 freedom 
from staple obligations had been intended by the ruling of the count, it 
had not been observed by Dordrecht.

Asked for advice in the matter, the count’s Council recommended 
upholding the oldest privileges, thus lending its support to the claims 
of the alliance of towns of Holland. It is likely that the same mechanism 
was at work as four years earlier in the region around Schoonhoven: 
many Council members were lords of seignories in the river delta and 
therefore hoped to benefi t from a containment of Dordrecht’s trade 
monopolies. Count Willem III, it seems, did not decide immediately. 
Th e advice was recorded in the registers of the chancellery in 1325, but 
the fi nal decision was not proclaimed until a year later: Dordrecht’s 
staple right was withdrawn altogether.81

It is tempting to speculate on the reasons for the delay. Did the count 
realise he could not possibly satisfy both parties? Did he waver between 
the familiar connection between Dordrecht’s staple right and river toll 
revenues on the one hand, and the as yet unfulfi lled promise of com-
mercial development in other towns on the other hand? Apart from 
the time lapse, there is another reason to believe the decision may have 
been a diffi  cult one. In the 1326 register of chancellery clerk Gerard 
Alewijnsz., a comment is included—clearly formulated by a jurist 
trained in Roman law—about the conditions allowing a ruler to with-
draw privileges granted by his predecessors. Dordrecht and the staple 
privilege are not mentioned; the comment is in fact based on a case 
(probably fi ctitious) of a market privilege granted by the count of 
Flanders. However, because of the place of the document in the regis-
ter and the remarkable resemblance to the confl ict over Dordrecht’s 
staple, Van Riemsdijk has argued that the comment was probably used 
to defend the revocation of the staple privilege in June 1326.82 Th e 
comment states that revocation is permitted if a privilege is abused and 
becomes detrimental to the common good, or if it detracts from privi-
leges granted earlier to others. Both arguments can be said to be rele-
vant here; in fact, the second argument is identical to the claim about 
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the seniority of the toll privileges made by the towns of Holland. If Van 
Riemsdijk’s conclusion is correct, it is acknowledged here for the fi rst 
time that a trading privilege granted to one town can be obstructive to 
the economic development of others. Also, it is suggested the ruler is 
in a position to remedy this.

But the situation soon changed again. Step by step Dordrecht’s staple 
privileges were restored; ten years later they were almost back to where 
they had been in 1325. Th is restoration has been attributed to the 
desire of Count Willem III to recover toll revenues,83 but again we may 
safely assume a combination of factors. At least as much was at stake 
for Dordrecht, and doubtless the Dordrecht elite did not hesitate to use 
its infl uence with the count to have the staple right reinstalled. However, 
the protests of the other towns did have some lasting eff ects. In 1335 
the towns of Holland received an exemption from the staple for salt for 
local use.84 Seven years later, a similar exemption was granted for wine, 
but only if this was bought at the ‘highest market’: Cologne. Th e num-
ber of days the wine had to remain at the staple before it could be taken 
elsewhere was reduced from fourteen to eight.85 Th is proves the towns 
of Holland had gained strength: Dordrecht was no longer able to dic-
tate conditions. Th e exemptions left  the towns some room to manoeu-
vre: wine and salt allegedly for local consumption could be resold upon 
arrival, even if this was illegal.

It is time to return to Schoonhoven and examine what the restoration 
of the staple privilege meant for this town. According to an 18th-
century local author, the burgesses of Schoonhoven made their town 
into a ‘staple town, more free than Dordrecht’.86 Th is rosy picture 
of Schoonhoven’s role in commerce must be exaggerated. However, 
there is reason to believe Schoonhoven continued to play a part in 
interregional trade. Th e late 14th-century accounts of the Meuse river 
toll near Heusden occasionally refer to merchants or shipmasters 
from Schoonhoven, transporting products like grain, fl ax, woad, and 
wool. A certain Coenraet Heinricxz., for instance, appears several 
times in the accounts in relation to payments for transports of wine 

83 Van Rijswijk, Geschiedenis Dordtse stapelrecht, 34; Van Herwaarden et al., 
Geschiedenis van Dordrecht, 83.

84 Niermeyer, Bronnen Beneden-Maasgebied, no. 291. It is not quite clear whether 
this exemption regarded all the towns in Holland or only some of them.

85 Van Mieris, Groot charterboek II, 665–666.
86 Van Berkum, Beschryving Schoonhoven, 332.
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(and occasionally fi sh).87 We do not know how and where he sold his 
cargo, but it is useful to look at the options.

First of all, Heinricxz. could play the game by the rules: he could 
bring the wine to Dordrecht and off er it for sale there. Th is would 
mean he had to pay the regular dues, which as we saw were not outra-
geously high. More problematic was the fact that if Heinricxz. could 
not fi nd a buyer, he would have to wait for eight days before he could 
continue his journey. If he did fi nd one, he had to face yet another 
problem: it might be diffi  cult to fi nd a return cargo. Th is was directly 
related to the guild revolution that had taken place in Dordrecht in 
1367. Against the background of continuous faction confl icts, the 
guilds had fi nally managed to gain a foothold in the town’s govern-
ment. As a result, attempts were made to introduce some protectionist 
elements into the organisation of trade. Th e Dordrecht skippers’ guild, 
for example, claimed a monopoly on all transports originating in 
Dordrecht, a privilege similar to the rights enjoyed by the Ghent skip-
pers’ guild. Duke Albrecht did not consent, but complaints from for-
eign shipmasters suggest that the skippers’ guild was not overly 
concerned with the refusal. Around 1390 the duke intervened more 
than once and admonished the Dordrecht skippers to respect the 
rights of competitors, but the early 15th-century by-laws of the town 
still mention the guild monopoly on shipping.88

Heinricxz. had a few other options. He might pretend the wine he 
transported was for local use in his home town and upon arrival in 
Schoonhoven sell it to another merchant. For the transports via 
Heusden, this is not a very likely option; if this was his intention, he 
would probably have chosen a more northerly route. However, for 
other transports it was certainly a possibility. If Heinricxz. was believed 
by the toll offi  cials, which probably depended on the quantity of wine 
he was carrying and perhaps also on his reputation, he would be free 
from staple obligations. However, Schoonhoven did not have a good 
connection by water to the northern part of Holland, so it may not 
have been that easy to fi nd a customer.

Alternatively, Heinricxz. could try to sell the wine between Heusden 
and Dordrecht, somewhere on the river, or in one of the small towns or 

87 Niermeyer, Bronnen Beneden-Maasgebied, 624 (fi sh), 631, 632, 653, 654 (wine); 
on other merchants or shipmasters from Schoonhoven in the Heusden toll accounts, 
cf. Ibid., 620, 624, 625, 644, 653, 664. Heinricxz. had probably bought the wine in 
Venlo or Roermond, or perhaps in Den Bosch.

88 Niermeyer, ‘Dordrecht als handelsstad’ V, 93–94; VI, 149–150, 164–165.

Jessica Dijkman - 9789004201491
Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:06:51PM

via free access



186 chapter five

89 Van Rijswijk, Geschiedenis Dordtse stapelrecht, 57–58.
90 Hamaker, Rekeningen grafelijkheid I, 135.
91 Visser, Schoonhoven, 182.
92 De Boer, Graaf en grafi ek, 262–263, 309–311
93 Ibid., 262, 311.

villages on its banks. Th is was illegal and it involved the risk of being 
caught. It is hard to estimate how great this risk was, but it was cer-
tainly not negligible. We have seen that, even in 1304, ships were some-
times accompanied by offi  cials to ensure that no transactions took 
place along the river. In the early 15th century—but probably the prac-
tice began earlier than that—Dordrecht offi  cials actually patrolled the 
rivers, and transgressors were taken to Dordrecht by force if neces-
sary.89 Moreover, it might have been diffi  cult to fi nd a buyer who was 
prepared to run the risk of being caught at some toll post without being 
able to show the compulsory token of the Dordrecht exchange. 
Nevertheless, commerce along the river did take place. Th e comital 
accounts for Zuidholland over the year 1331 mention only two fi nes 
for violations of the staple privilege, but repeated exhortations to the 
toll offi  cials to be vigilant for this kind of ‘abuse’ indicate that trans-
gressions were much more frequent than that.90

Th e conclusion seems to be that the staple right severely curtailed 
Schoonhoven’s options. On the other hand, Schoonhoven experienced 
its strongest growth in the late 13th and the fi rst three quarters of the 
14th century,91 which suggests that at least at this stage its economic 
base was not eroded by the Dordrecht staple. At the end of the 14th 
century, the tide turned: the revenues from the Schoonhoven boter-
maat (an imposition on the measuring of butter) and the town’s weigh 
house—revenues which had been rising gradually since at least the 
middle of the 14th century—dropped sharply around 1380.92 However, 
this can hardly have been the eff ect of the Dordrecht staple, to which 
neither dairy nor cloth was subjected. It is equally unlikely that the 
decline was the eff ect of Dordrecht’s regional monopoly: as explained 
in Chapter 4, the city did not force the rural population of Zuidholland 
to off er their products for sale at the Dordrecht market until the mid-
dle of the 15th century. A more credible explanation is provided by De 
Boer, who believes that the decline may have been caused by a shift  of 
the administrative centre of the Blois territories from Schoonhoven to 
Gouda in the late 14th century.93
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Th e fact that Schoonhoven experienced its strongest growth exactly 
in the same century when the staple of Dordrecht fl ourished seems a 
paradox. One way to solve it has been presented by Visser in his study 
of the physical structure of medieval Schoonhoven. Visser concludes 
that the town owed its prosperity mainly to its position as a market 
centre for the surrounding district.94 It is certainly true that Schoon-
hoven had a well-developed regional market function at an early stage. 
Market tolls are mentioned in the 1280 charter of liberties; by the mid-
dle of the 14th century the town had a weigh house and cloth hall and 
hosted three fairs every year.95 However, the references to Coenraet 
Heinricxz. and his fellow burgesses in the late 14th-century river toll 
accounts suggest that Schoonhoven merchants were active in interre-
gional trade as well.

Furthermore, Schoonhoven merchants continued to be involved in 
the river trade in the 15th century. At the end of the century, Schoon-
hoven merchants were actively engaged in long-distance trade, visiting 
Flanders and Guelders and participating in the grain trade with the 
Somme region. Visser acknowledges this fact, but he seems to under-
estimate the extent of the activities.96 In the late 15th and early 16th cen-
tury, testimonies recorded in a series of confl icts between Schoonhoven 
and Dordrecht on the staple privilege illustrate that Schoonhoven had 
trade relations with many towns in Holland and Brabant.97

In addition, Schoonhoven never relinquished its ambition to develop 
a depot function. In the middle of the 15th century, the town took 
advantage of a confl ict that had arisen between Dordrecht and the 
towns of Guelders and the Rhineland: when these towns boycotted 
Dordrecht, Schoonhoven did not hesitate to welcome their merchants. 
Th e report in the Dordrecht urban records is revealing: Schoonhoven 
skippers had tried to by-pass Dordrecht with cargoes of chalk and 
wood purchased from foreign merchants in or near Schoonhoven. 
Th e Dordrecht authorities were clearly afraid that Schoonhoven was 
going to take over as a leading trade centre. Pressed by Dordrecht, cen-
tral government prohibited all contact between Schoonhoven and the 
eastern towns, but the people of Schoonhoven did not obey. On the 
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101 De Monté Ver Loren, Hoofdlijnen, 105.

contrary, they started work on a new set of locks in the Vlist which 
would give the town direct access to the north of Holland over water. 
Th e Dordrecht authorities did not wait for the construction works to 
be fi nished: they sent out an armed expedition to destroy the locks and 
thus forced Schoonhoven to at least temporarily submit.98

In spite of this, there are indications that in the second half of the 
15th century Schoonhoven did serve as a trade centre for foreign mer-
chants who wished to exchange up-river commodities for the products 
of specialised agriculture for sale at the Schoonhoven market. In 1496, 
Schoonhoven joined forces with Arnhem to plead the continuation of 
the mutual toll exemption the two towns had always enjoyed, stating 
that as long as they could remember Arnhem merchants had been vis-
iting Schoonhoven freely to sell wood, coal, and grain and to buy fi sh, 
dairy, and hemp.99 Signifi cantly, the relation with Arnhem seems to 
date back to the late 14th century: Schoonhoven merchants were 
granted toll exemption in Arnhem in 1372 by Count Jan of Blois, son-
in-law to the duke of Guelders.100

In short, there can be no doubt that the Dordrecht staple limited 
Schoonhoven’s options. However, the small town was never entirely 
pushed out of the interregional river trade; Dordrecht failed to impose 
a watertight monopoly. Schoonhoven had two pillars to build on, both 
dating back to the 14th century. One was the aid of an infl uential lord 
who helped to open up new opportunities. Th e other was the town’s 
regional market function—not as an alternative to a role as river trade 
centre, but as a way to diversify and sustain this role.

Brielle

Brielle, situated on the island of Oostvoorne near the mouth of the 
Meuse, was the main town of the seignory of Voorne. Th e lords of 
Voorne were offi  cially vassals of the count of Holland, but they enjoyed 
a considerable degree of autonomy and in most respects ruled their 
lands as sovereign lords.101 Brielle does not come into focus in relation 
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to Dordrecht until the 1340s—and with good reason. Around this time 
the Maasrecht, the right to control trade on the Meuse as well as on the 
Lek and Merwede, was added to Dordrecht’s privileges. Th is occurred 
in two steps. In 1338 Hansa merchants entering the Meuse from the 
North Sea were ordered to unload and sell only in Dordrecht. In 1344 
the clause was broadened to include other ships following the same 
route. Only vessels that used the Meuse estuary as an entrance to 
Flanders were allowed to pass undisturbed, as long as they did not sell 
part of their cargo in Holland or Zeeland.102

It is clear why the Maasrecht caused problems for Brielle. Th e town 
had emerged as a modest fi shing and trading settlement in the second 
half of the 13th century. In 1280 the people of Brielle had received toll 
exemption in Holland, suggesting that by that time they were already 
engaged in trading activities.103 By the early 14th century, a fl ourishing 
herring fi shery seems to have developed: Brielle’s two charters of urban 
liberties, dating from 1330 and 1343, and an urban by-law from 1346, 
repeatedly refer to the herring industry and herring trade.104 At this 
stage herring was still cured on land, either by smoking or salting, with 
the latter method gradually gaining ground.105 Th is explains why 
Brielle also became a market for salt: around 1330 the salt trade was 
large enough to warrant regulation of the tariff s and conditions for 
measuring the salt.106 However, the Maasrecht meant that salt traders 
entering the Meuse were no longer permitted to unload and sell in 
Brielle: they had to proceed to the Dordrecht staple. Th e Brielle fi sher-
men and fi sh merchants were therefore obliged to go to Dordrecht to 
buy this indispensable commodity. Even if we leave aside the costs of 
the impositions at the staple—aft er all, measuring and possibly also 
brokerage would have had to be paid for in Brielle as well—this meant 
an unwelcome loss of time and extra expenses on transport.

Count Willem IV, as we have seen before, was easily persuaded into 
granting economic privileges in return for a sum of money. It is not 
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clear whether the count received payment for the 1338 version of the 
Maasrecht, but for the extension in 1344 the Dordrecht authorities 
paid the very considerable sum of 800 écus.107 Still, there was a more 
fundamental reason for the grant and it had everything to do with 
Brielle. Th e town of Brielle was a threat to Dordrecht’s position as a 
trade centre and, therefore, to the interests of both the Dordrecht elite 
and the count.108 A fi rst example of what this could lead to is the case 
mentioned at the beginning of this chapter: the predicament of the 
three foreign merchants who in 1345 required the intercession of Lady 
Machteld of Voorne to be acquitted for their transgression of the 
Dordrecht staple privilege. And there was more to come.

Aft er the death of Willem IV in 1345, his sister, Margaretha of 
Bavaria, assumed sovereignty. Her position was not strong. Dordrecht 
probably had little trouble having its existing privileges confi rmed, 
including the Maasrecht in the extended version. One exception was 
made: the towns of Holland and Zeeland received exemption from the 
Maasrecht for products for their own use.109 In this, the Maasrecht fol-
lowed the changes that had taken place for the transport of wine and 
salt on the Lek and Merwede in previous years. But Brielle, it seems, 
was treated more harshly than the other towns of Holland. Margaretha 
explicitly forbade the salt trade in Brielle; she ordered the toll offi  cials 
to prevent ships from sailing to Brielle to unload salt unless this had 
been bought, measured, and trans-shipped in Dordrecht.110 Th e 
exemption granted to other towns to freely transport salt for local use 
was therefore denied to Brielle, doubtless because it was considered 
too much of a risk to the Dordrecht monopoly.

Th e succession confl ict between Margaretha and her son Willem 
that erupted soon aft erwards made matters worse. In 1351 Margaretha, 
in urgent need of assistance because Willem was raising armed forces 
all over the county, granted Dordrecht a greatly extended version of 
the staple right. It covered all products, transported both upstream 
and  downstream, on the Lek, Merwede and Meuse and also on the 
Hollandse IJssel.111 With indignation Niermeyer describes the conse-
quences of this ‘immoderate and totally unnatural’ extension of 
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Dordrecht’s staple rights, based on purely political considerations and 
not on economic grounds. Dordrecht was now proclaimed the com-
pulsory market for commodities until then not sold there in any sig-
nifi cant quantities, such as dairy from the north of Holland, beer from 
Delft , cloth from Leiden, and—we may add—fi sh from Brielle.112 Th e 
burgesses of Dordrecht itself were exempted from their own town’s sta-
ple obligations; if anything, this shows how much the Dordrecht elite 
was able to dictate conditions.

In 1355/56, when Willem had been established in full power as 
Duke Willem V, he revoked all privileges granted for political reasons 
by his mother and himself during the succession confl ict.113 Although 
the treatise De cura reipublicae et sorte principantis by Philip of Leyden, 
at the time the duke’s principal legal adviser, was probably not written 
in direct defence of this action—a fi rst draft  was ready years before the 
revocation took place—it is clear the revocation and the treatise were 
inspired by the same considerations.114 Th e treatise discusses the nature 
of sovereignty and stresses that a ruler has a moral obligation to care-
fully preserve his inheritance, his authority, and his fi scal base. He not 
only has the right but the duty to revoke any privileges that weaken the 
state. In this regard, Philip of Leyden went one step further than the 
anonymous author of the note found in the 1326 registers of Philip’s 
predecessor Gerard Alewijnsz., who had merely pointed this out as a 
possibility.

Th e extended staple right granted to Dordrecht in 1351 was revoked 
in May 1355: this is not surprising, for if ever there was a privilege 
granted for purely political reasons, this was surely it. Th e surprise is in 
what happened next: exactly the same privilege was re-issued immedi-
ately aft erwards.115 Th e duke may have felt that granting such a far-
reaching privilege to Dordrecht might anger the other towns of 
Holland, but that it did not threaten his own power or his fi scal base. 
More importantly, accommodating the Dordrecht elite was essential in 
order to obtain the substantial loans and guarantees needed to realise 
Willem’s political and military ambitions.

In reality, Dordrecht never managed to develop a staple for beer, 
cheese, or fi sh. It was one thing to have the duke promise such a thing, 
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but something entirely diff erent to actually make it work. Th at would 
have required an enormous control eff ort, which the central authori-
ties were obviously not prepared to make. However, Dordrecht did use 
the 1355 charter to maintain its traditional staple privileges for salt and 
for products from the Rhineland and the upper Meuse region.

Brielle felt the consequences. On the same day that Willem V re-
issued Dordrecht’s extended staple privilege, he also repeated the order 
given by his mother nine years earlier: no salt was to be unloaded or 
loaded in Brielle.116 Moreover, it appears that around 1370 Dordrecht 
tried to gain control of the market in herring, Brielle’s main trade com-
modity. It is possible there is a relation with the guild revolution that 
had recently taken place in Dordrecht. As we have seen, this had 
resulted in the introduction of some protectionist elements in the 
organisation of trade. Th e guilds probably also strove to maintain more 
strictly than before Dordrecht’s privileges in the river trade, including 
the Maasrecht.117

A letter from Machteld of Voorne to the authorities in Dordrecht, 
most likely dating from 1369 and clearly one in a long series, shows 
how the lady of Voorne once more put up a fi ght to protect the Brielle 
herring market, including her own revenues from the fi sh tolls that 
were levied there.118 She used a combination of tactical delays, fi rm-
ness, and diplomacy. Aft er apologising profusely to her ‘dear friends’ 
for not answering sooner, Machteld insisted that her subjects were free 
to sell their herring in Brielle instead of in Dordrecht. She did not see 
why Dordrecht should object to this: nobody was going to be forced to 
engage in any sort of transaction, but all—including the burgesses of 
Dordrecht—were welcome to do so: ‘If they sell here, we do not inter-
fere. If they don’t, they can go anywhere they want to, and may God 
guide them’.119 Th is of course was not what Dordrecht wanted to hear. 
In the end Duke Albrecht had to intervene.120 Th e verdict of Albrecht 

Jessica Dijkman - 9789004201491
Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:06:51PM

via free access



 the dordrecht staple 193

121 Sneller, ‘Handel en verkeer’, 360.
122 Niermeyer, ‘Dordrecht als handelsstad’ V, 97.
123 Van Rijswijk, Geschiedenis Dordtse stapelrecht 50–54; Niermeyer, Bronnen 

Beneden-Maasgebied, no. 677; Prevenier and Smit, Bronnen dagvaarten I-2, nos. 524 
and 527. Schoonhoven was one of the few towns that did not participate in the alliance, 
possibly because of its Hoek sympathies (Niermeyer, ‘Dordrecht als handelsstad’ VI, 
152).

124 Niermeyer, ‘Dordrecht als handelsstad’ VI, 152–153.
125 Van de Wall, Handvesten Dordrecht, 374, 375–376; Niermeyer, ‘Dordrecht als 

handelsstad’ VI, 163.

has not been preserved, but we can be sure about the outcome: herring 
remained free of staple obligations.121 Th is was a new line of trade, car-
ried by the coastal towns; Dordrecht could not fall back on ancient 
privileges. Albrecht’s decision was probably also facilitated by the fact 
that at the end of 1369 the guild regime was accused of acting against 
the duke’s authority.122

Between 1391 and 1394 a large alliance of towns once more opposed 
the Dordrecht staple privilege. Relations between Dordrecht and Duke 
Albrecht had cooled because of political controversies between the 
rival factions of the Hoeken, in control in Dordrecht, and the 
Kabeljauwen, at the time dominating central government. Moreover, 
Jan of Arkel, who as lord of the river town of Gorinchem was much 
opposed to the Dordrecht staple, had just been appointed chancellor. 
Almost all towns of Holland participated in the protest, including 
Brielle. Th e result was a treaty forced upon Dordrecht by Duke 
Albrecht, compelling the Dordrecht authorities to acknowledge the 
freedom of the allied towns from the staple.123 Dordrecht probably lost 
this battle because its strategies were outdated. Th is time there was no 
succession confl ict to exploit, and the infl uence of the other towns of 
Holland had increased considerably since 1355. Internal confl icts 
within the Dordrecht elite and between elite and guilds did not help 
either.124

However, once more the staple revived in due course: Dordrecht 
unilaterally denounced the treaty one year later. Reconciliation with 
the duke took longer this time, but in 1401 Albrecht restored the staple 
privilege.125 During his long reign Duke Albrecht had had every chance 
to realise the importance of the Dordrecht staple for his own position. 
Around 1370, for example, a succession confl ict in Guelders had seri-
ously damaged the river trade and therefore also the toll revenues in 
Holland. In order to restore them when the war was over, Albrecht 
had given orders for a strict implementation of the Dordrecht staple 
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privilege. It had worked.126 At the end of the 14th century, the alliance 
between Dordrecht and central government had not lost it value. 
In the heat of political turmoil it might have weakened temporarily, 
but the bond was still too advantageous to both sides to be severed 
permanently.

Still, the Maasrecht and the attempts of Dordrecht to include other 
products in the staple privilege appear to have left  Brielle’s role in the 
herring industry and herring trade largely unharmed. In the second 
half of the century, Brielle fl ourished—and in the 15th century the 
town developed into Holland’s largest interregional herring market. 
Th e fact that in 1423 Duke Willem VI ordained that in the interests 
of the herring export the Brielle herring casks were to be the standard 
for the rest of Holland is a telling sign.127 It is not surprising then that 
we fi nd burgesses of Brielle transporting herring to Guelders and the 
Rhineland in the late 14th century. In the year 1387/1388 Brielle ship-
masters passed the toll at the Guelders town of Tiel with a total of 92 
last of herring. Th is easily exceeded the amount of herring transported 
by burgesses of Dordrecht, whereas only forty years before it had been 
the other way around.128 In 1394 the shipments of herring from Brielle 
even reached a total of 153 last.129

Because of the herring industry, the salt trade had always been of 
major importance to Brielle. As we saw, it had been at the heart of the 
clashes with Dordrecht in the middle of the 14th century. But despite 
Dordrecht’s attempts to prevent salt merchants from unloading their 
cargo at Brielle, it is doubtful if this was ever a real possibility. In 1377 
Duke Albrecht ordered his toll offi  cials to stop the illegal sale of salt to 
merchants from the east on the Dieze, a small stream entering the 
Meuse east of Heusden.130 If salt could be brought this far inland, an 
experienced and determined shipmaster could surely manage to escape 
the Dordrecht patrol ships on the short stretch from the mouth of the 
Meuse to the harbour of Brielle. Moreover, until the second decade of 
the 15th century, Brielle had a second entrance to the sea: the Goote, 
cutting through the island of Oostvoorne, connected the town to the 
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Haringvliet. Ships entering the Haringvliet were not subjected to the 
Dordrecht staple. Large vessels would probably have had trouble using 
this route, but small ships could pass. Th is ‘back entrance’ must have 
been of vital importance in times when Dordrecht was taking the 
enforcement of the Maasrecht seriously.131 It is not surprising that in 
the early 15th century Brielle tried to stop attempts to dam the Goote.132

Th e wine trade was of secondary importance for Brielle. Th e Tiel toll 
accounts of 1394/1395 show a few ships from Brielle transporting 
wine. In some cases this may have been an independent line of trade.133 
In others, wine was probably taken in by herring traders as a return 
cargo. At the end of September 1394 Jan Vranckensz. from Brielle paid 
tolls for the herring he transported. A few days later he passed the toll 
again, this time with wine. In November, Ael Hugensz. made a similar 
trip. Vranckensz. and Hugensz. appear in the toll accounts many times, 
but these were the only times they carried wine; usually it was just 
herring. Th is, and the relatively small quantities of wine the two were 
taking with them (some 500 and 1,000 litres respectively) suggest they 
were not experienced wine traders. It is possible they profi ted from 
the temporary withdrawal of the staple privilege in 1394 by trying 
their hand at something new.134 Th is suggestion receives some support 
from indications in other towns that the opportunities off ered by these 
years of respite were diligently exploited. In the early 1390s the author-
ities of the river towns of Heusden and Gorinchem issued new tariff s 
for the use of the cranes in the towns’ harbours. Th e lists mention, 
among various other commodities, wine, wood, and barley—products 
Dordrecht claimed to have a monopoly on.135

However, Brielle did not focus on the river trade, as Gorinchem and 
Heusden did. First and foremost it looked towards the sea. As a side 
eff ect of the salt trade, Brielle had probably developed some trade 
in  products from the Baltic region as early as the middle of the 
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14th century.136 Around 1370 Brielle merchants were actively involved 
in the Baltic trade. Th e Swedish king allowed them to establish a vitte 
(a temporary trade settlement) in Skania in 1368, and one year later 
Brielle co-signed a trade agreement between Denmark, the German 
Hansa towns, and a group of towns in Holland and Zeeland.137 Brielle 
merchants also visited the east coast of England: they appear in the 
customs account of King’s Lynn over the year 1392/1393, exporting 
cloth and corn.138 Moreover, in the codifi cation of Brielle’s laws and 
customs recorded in the fi rst years of the 15th century, the town clerk 
Jan Matthijssen stressed Brielle’s character as a ‘free trading town’ (vrye 
coopstede) where all merchants were welcome and could go about their 
business in freedom and safety. It is as if we hear Machteld of Voorne 
speaking again. In fact, Matthijssen argued that the foundations for 
Brielle’s free status were laid during her reign and that of her predeces-
sors. As independent lords, he claimed, they had had absolute author-
ity and were not bound by any actions of the counts of Holland.139

Th e late 15th and early 16th centuries witnessed a new series of con-
fl icts between Brielle and Dordrecht. In the documents relating to 
these confl icts, 15th-century Brielle appears as a fl ourishing centre of 
international trade, visited by merchants from Scandinavia, the Baltic 
region, England, France, and even Spain.140 However, Brielle’s prosper-
ity began to decline at the end of the 15th century. Considering the fact 
that previously the Dordrecht staple privilege had not stopped Brielle’s 
ambitions, it is hard to believe that the staple was the cause. A general 
economic crisis and reclamation activities which cut off  direct access 
to the sea are more likely to have been the reasons.141 Th at it was 
Dordrecht, of all places, that in the early 16th century took over as a 
regional centre for the herring trade—this time not based on any kind 
of privilege—must have been hard to digest for the people of Brielle.142

Th e Dordrecht staple did not stop Brielle’s 14th-century economic 
development. Th at is not to say it did not cause problems: it probably 
prevented Brielle from developing its river trade more fully, and it cer-
tainly presented diffi  culties for the salt trade. But just as was the case in 
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Schoonhoven, the burgesses of Brielle, with the full support of their 
lady, found ways around these obstacles: concentrating on the staple-
free herring trade, taking advantage of a secondary access to the sea, 
and possibly also using the periods when the staple right was lift ed to 
expand their trade.

5.4 Conclusions

In medieval Holland, characterised by the near absence of non-
economic constraints on trade, the Dordrecht staple privilege appears 
to be an anomaly. Its origins can be found in a combination of 
two circumstances. One is Dordrecht’s early rise in comparison to the 
other towns of Holland and the superiority in wealth and power of its 
elite that resulted from this. Th e second element is the connection 
between the staple and the river toll system which was vital to comital 
fi nances. Th e power of the Dordrecht elite remained an infl uential fac-
tor throughout the 14th century: in times of political tensions or fi nan-
cial problems, the count of Holland could not do without its support. 
Th e connection between the tolls and the staple was probably even 
more fundamental. It continued to reinforce the alliance between the 
count and Dordrecht, despite occasional lapses.

Yet this alliance did not lead to unchecked extractions in the form of 
taxation on trade. Th ere no doubt were excesses; but in general, impo-
sitions at the Dordrecht staple were modest. Th ey certainly compared 
favourably with the dues on English wool exports, which rose to 
unprecedented levels in the middle of the 14th century. Th e two factors 
that contributed to the increase of the English wool customs were 
absent in Dordrecht and Bruges: a monopoly position that allowed the 
tax burden to be shift ed to the buyers, and a ruler with the authority to 
overcome resistance against substantial tax increases.

Although the Dordrecht staple did limit commercial opportunities 
for the smaller and younger towns in the Holland river region, here too 
the eff ect of the staple was not as devastating as has sometimes been 
assumed. Dordrecht did not stifl e all growth elsewhere; in this respect, 
it compares favourably with Bruges and Ghent, which—thanks to their 
political clout and extraterritorial powers—managed to suppress 
unwelcome competition more eff ectively.

Th e causes are partly to be found in the economic circumstances of 
the era. Towns like Brielle and Schoonhoven were able to profi t from 

Jessica Dijkman - 9789004201491
Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:06:51PM

via free access



198 chapter five

the rise of trade in products like dairy and herring. Th ese new lines of 
trade were not subject to the staple. Th ey did not emerge until 
Dordrecht had lost at least part of its superiority and was no longer 
able to bend the institutional framework to its will. Trade in these 
commodities did not so much replace the traditional river trade as 
supplement and support it. In Brielle, for instance, the herring indus-
try stimulated the salt trade, and the Schoonhoven dairy products 
seem to have been an attractive return cargo for merchants from 
Guelders and the Rhineland carrying grain, wood, and wine.

Institutional factors, however, also played a part. Th e fact that Brielle 
and Schoonhoven were both under the protection of lords (or ladies) 
with a relatively autonomous position turned out to be an advantage: 
at crucial moments they were able to counterbalance the combined 
demands of Dordrecht and the count of Holland. It was probably their 
own interests that drove these lords, but the result—in the form of 
temporary withdrawals, partial exemptions, or at the least a check on 
further extensions of Dordrecht’s privileges—also benefi ted the bur-
gesses of Schoonhoven and Brielle.

Fairly soon the towns of Holland developed a second technique for 
opposing Dordrecht’s hegemony: they formed alliances. Th e structure 
of the urban network in Holland probably played an important role 
here, consisting as it did of a large number of small towns, each with 
enough autonomy to put up a fi ght but none strong enough to win it 
without allies. Th e technique of forming alliances was eff ective. It did 
not end Dordrecht’s privileged position, but it did mitigate it. 
Opportunities for illegal trading were materially enlarged by the 
exemptions of the staple granted to towns for wine and salt for local 
use. Th e years the staple privilege was temporarily withdrawn off ered 
another loophole: towns could use the respite to build up new trade 
networks, to be used to advantage later on.

Just as the staple privilege and the confl icts evolving around it seem 
to have contributed to the articulation of an ideology of the role of the 
ruler and the unity of the state, it also made towns aware of the neces-
sity to cooperate on economic issues. As we shall see in the next chap-
ter, this was also to prove a useful strategy in other respects.
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