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1. Introduction 
 
In his description of Holland, the seventeenth-century textile manufacturer Pieter de la Court pointed out the 
importance of domestic trade for Amsterdam's position in the international exchange of goods. In his opinion, 
excellent inland connections had made Amsterdam a port pre-eminently suited for goods shipped abroad from 
everywhere in the Dutch Republic. At the same time it formed an ideally situated distribution centre for goods 
imported from overseas. De la Court goes on to say that it is well known by all that the excellent connections of 
Amsterdam with its hinterland `is a very great conveniency for readily equipping and full lading of ships, and selling 
their goods speedily, and at the highest price'.1 He even states that these good inland connections were `ten times 
more considerable' than the fact that Amsterdam was difficult to reach for large seagoing vessels. 
  In De la Court's opinion, Amsterdam's central position in domestic trade led to an increase in supply and demand 
on its commodity market. Consequently, the Amsterdam staple market became more attractive. After all, merchants 
ran little risk of not being able to sell their products, or of not being able to buy products for further trade. For 
shipmasters and shipowners the staple market meant they were more likely to leave with a return cargo. Hence, 
trading risks in Amsterdam were smaller than elsewhere. The importance of these reduced trading risks at a time 
when the exchange of goods was expensive and means of communications were poor should not be 
underestimated. 
  In spite of its importance for the central position of the Amsterdam staple market in the international exchange of 
goods, domestic trade and transport have received little attention in the Dutch economic historiography of the early 
modern period.2 Of course the importance of domestic trade and transport was not limited to Amsterdam. Because 
of an extensive network of domestic connections, all regions of the Dutch Republic were, according to the standards 
of that period, easily accessible, which made it possible for regional and local specialization to reach dimensions 
hardly conceivable elsewhere in Europe. The relevance of this geographical specialization in the Dutch Republic has, 
in historiography, never quite been done justice to. As there are so few preliminary studies in this field, this article is 
of an exploratory nature. An attempt will be made to depict the development of the domestic trading network during 
the fifteenth century up to and including the seventeenth century. Special attention will be paid to the spatial and 
organizational structure of this domestic trading network and to the question which factors caused certain towns to 
become prominent in domestic trade.  
  With such an approach, it is important to decide which functions gave a town its importance in domestic trade. 
An analytical distinction can be made between a town's function as a service centre for the surrounding area on the 
one hand and its intermediary function between its hinterland and the outside world (the so-called foreland) on the 
other.3 Although the importance of the market function should not be underestimated, it was primarily the 
intermediary function which decided the role of a town in the network of domestic trade and shipping.4 It is obvious 
that this intermediary function was most highly developed in those towns which were centres in the interregional and 
international exchange of goods.5 It is therefore not by chance, as will be shown later, that the great ports of Holland 
were also important centres for domestic trade and shipping. Hence, for this study a framework has been chosen in 
which the development of domestic trade and shipping is linked to the intermediary function of towns. As this study 
concentrates on developments in the province of Holland, the intermediary function of the towns largely coincides 
with their port activities. After all, the condition of the roads in Holland was poor, and practically all towns were 
situated on navigable waterways and had at least rudimentary port facilities.  
 The decision to limit this study to the province of Holland has been dictated not only by practical considerations, 
but also by reasons of principle. When studying a development over a relatively long period of time, an inevitable 
question is: what is meant by inland? Do the borders of the Dutch Republic or the Dutch Kingdom form a realistic 
framework when an earlier period is being discussed? For example, how realistic is it to call the exchange of goods 
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between Holland and the IJssel region during the later Middle Ages `domestic' trade, and the exchange of goods 
between Walcheren (in Zeeland) and Flanders and Brabant `foreign' trade? Everything is in favour of considering 
`inland' as the result of a protracted process rather than as an established fact and starting point for an analysis. For 
this article, therefore, a regional approach has been used. The province of Holland is best suited because this region, 
during the period under study, grew to be the economic centre of the Northern Netherlands and because the towns in 
Holland became the most important centres for domestic trade and shipping. In practice this means that intraregional 
trade and traffic and the structure of the port system in Holland will be emphasized, and that less attention will be 
paid to the other regions that, together with Holland, finally made up the Dutch Republic. When the Dutch Republic 
as a whole is discussed, the term `inland' will be used; in all other cases the terms `region' and `intraregional' trade 
and shipping will be used.  
  The approach used in this study necessitates a model in which the development of domestic trade is linked to 
the port activities of the towns. In the following section such a model will be presented. In sections 3 and 4 
respectively the changing structure of the port system in Holland and the organizational and spatial developments of 
the domestic trading network will be considered. In section 5 an attempt will be made to interpret and to explain the 
observed developments by using the model presented below. To conclude, a summary is given and a few tentative 
remarks are made concerning the importance of domestic trade for the economic development of Holland and the 
Dutch Republic. 
 
 
2. A model for the spatial development of a port system in relation to domestic trade6 
 
Because the economy in the Northern Netherlands was closely linked to international trade and shipping, the 
domestic trading network should not be seen as a closed system. On the contrary, the most important feature of this 
network was its close connection with the ports and, via these ports, with the international exchange of goods. A 
model describing such a connection has been developed by Taaffe, Morill and Gould on the basis of a study on the 
east coast of Africa. Rimmer later expanded and refined this model in a study on the development of the port system 
in Australia.7 In this article Rimmer's version will be used.  
 Basically what this model means is that because not all towns had equal means of access to the hinterland, an 
increase in port activities took place in a limited number of ports. The various phases of the model of selective 
growth, as this process can best be called, can be seen in figure 1. The first stage is characterized by the presence 
of many small ports along the coast, each with their own limited hinterland. As soon as main transport routes from 
some of these ports to the hinterland have been built, a different situation arises. Because of these so-called 
penetration lines, transport costs from the ports situated on the new routes to the hinterland and vice versa are 
considerably reduced. This enables some towns to expand their hinterland at the expense of others. Rimmer calls 
this kind of situation `port piracy', although the term `hinterland piracy' is a better description of the situation as 
described in phase 2 of figure 1. This process of concentration is carried on in phase 3, and ports P1 and P3 are 
absorbed into the network around P2. As the hinterland of P1 and P3 is now accessible from P2, these ports lose an 
important part of their intermediary function between hinterland and the outside world. Port P4 on the other hand 
does remain in touch with P2 via coastal trade, but can, as far as its intermediary function is concerned, remain 
independent. In phase 4 the network of P4 ? which up to that time was independent ? is linked to that of P2. 
Although P2 has succeeded in acquiring most port activities, P4 can still maintain its function as intermediary 
between a relatively small hinterland and the outside world. As long as activities in the hinterland allow a sizeable 
exchange of goods to take place, it can remain an intermediary. Finally, in phase 5, the port activities of P2 have 
reached such dimensions that capacity problems occur, with the result that in the immediate vicinity of P2 highly 
specialized points of transshipment will develop.  
 As this model contains useful ideas for an analysis of the domestic trading network and its relation to the port 
system, it will serve as a guideline and framework for interpretation in the following sections. 
 
[hier] Figure 1. A model for selective growth in a port system. 
From: P.J. Rimmer, `The search for spatial regularities in the development of Australian seaports, 1861-1961/62', in 
B.S. Hoyle (ed.), Transport and development (Londen 1973) 64. 
 
 
3. The port system in Holland 
 
The economic development of Holland during the Late Middle Ages was accompanied by a gradual differentiation 
among Dutch ports, a differentiation which became increasingly discernible during the fifteenth century. Within the 
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region the ports in the the Rhine-Meuse delta can be distinguished from those on the Dutch Zuyder Zee coast and 
the IJ. The former were linked to what had traditionally been the economic centre of the province. Here Dordrecht 
was the main port. As it was extremely favourably situated along the trade routes between the German Rhineland 
and the valley of the Meuse River on the one hand, and the provinces of Flanders, Brabant, Holland and the North 
Sea coastal countries on the other, Dordrecht merchants succeeded in obtaining their share in the exchange of 
goods. Dordrecht's position was strengthened by the fact that the counts of Holland had made the city the centre of 
their toll system. Compared to Dordrecht, places like Schiedam, Delfshaven and Rotterdam ? outports of the 
industrial towns Delft, Leiden and Gouda ? were of relatively little importance in the fifteenth century.8 
 While the ports in the Rhine-Meuse delta acted as intermediaries in the east-west exchange of goods, the Dutch 
Zuyder Zee ports played a role in the north-south exchange. Here Amsterdam in particular became an important 
centre. Not only was this town equipped with a suitably deep harbour in the IJ, it also had excellent connections with 
a relatively large hinterland. From Amsterdam the area north of the IJ was easily accessible via inland waterways, 
just as were the industrial centres in the southern part of Holland, the Zeeland delta and the densely populated and 
highly developed provinces of Flanders and Brabant. During the course of the fifteenth century Amsterdam became 
the main intermediary for the exchange of goods between these areas and northern and northeastern Europe. This 
intermediary function was partly of a passive nature as long as the town acted only as a port of transshipment for 
goods shipped by freighters not based in Amsterdam.9 It became active in nature due to the commercial activities of 
Amsterdam merchants who developed a trade interest in the Baltic area. It is therefore not surprising that Amsterdam 
played a leading role in the trade conflicts with the Hanseatic towns.10 In 1452 Duke Philip the Good called 
Amsterdam, not unjustly, `la ville la plus marchande de tout nostre dit pays de Hollande'.11 Indeed, Amsterdam had 
surpassed the other ports on the Holland Zuyder Zee coast which also kept in touch with northern and northeastern 
Europe. Gateway cities like Hoorn, Enkhuizen, Medemblik and Edam were, because of their geographical location, 
not the most suitable gateways to the southern part of Holland, nor to the large centres in Flanders and Brabant. 
Furthermore, their immediate hinterland ? the area north of the IJ ? was not densely populated, and industry there 
was not as important as in the area south of the IJ. 
  It should, however, be emphasized that all the towns as well as some villages in Holland maintained trade 
relations with overseas and neighbouring territories. This can be seen most clearly from the products exported to the 
great annual fairs in the IJssel region about 1440. Merchants from all the German regions came both to stock up and 
to sell their merchandise at these fairs which, like the annual fairs in Brabant, played an important role in the 
international exchange of goods.12 It is striking that export from Holland via the Zuyder Zee to the IJssel region did 
not take place from a few favourably located gateway towns. On the contrary, sixteen towns north of the IJ and 
twelve to the south were involved.13 What should also be taken into account is the fact that, with regard to the 
southern part of Holland, part of the trade with the IJssel fairs was transported over land.14 Trade contacts were, 
however, not limited to neighbouring regions like the IJssel valley. Information dating from about 1477 indicates that 
there was also a lot of trade with other regions. The presence of large, seaworthy vessels and trade Westwaerts or 
Oostwaerts, that is to say with France and England or with northern and northeastern Europe, was mentioned in 
nearly all the towns.15 Information about export to the annual fairs in the IJssel region confirms the differentiation 
among the towns in the northern part of the province mentioned above. Not only the largest number of 
consignments, but also the greatest diversity of goods were shipped from Amsterdam. Goods from southern and 
southwestern Europe, such as raisins, figs, almonds, liquorice and wines, purchased in Flemish and Brabant towns 
and exported from Amsterdam to the IJssel region and its hinterland, clearly demonstrate the intermediary function of 
Amsterdam. More than any other gateway, Amsterdam was the northern outport for the great trading centres in the 
Southern Netherlands.16 
 
From the final quarter of the fifteenth century onwards, great changes took place. Inquiries into the demographic, 
economic and financial situation of the towns and villages in Holland, which were held in 1494 and 1514, show that 
the number of seaworthy vessels declined. In Hoorn, one of the larger ports on the Zuyder Zee coast, the number of 
large trading vessels fell from 40 in 1477 to 7 in 1494 and only 4 or 5 in 1514. In the eight towns and villages for 
which figures are available, the total number of seaworthy vessels fell from 202 to 61 and 45 or 50 in the same 
years.17 It is obvious that such a decline affected immediate trade relations with points overseas, as can indeed be 
demonstrated in the case of Hoorn. There it was noted in 1494 that trade in tar and pitch, products typical of the 
Baltic trade, had virtually disappeared. Existing trade contacts between Hoorn and Newcastle had also been broken 
off: from the end of the fifteenth century Newcastle records do not mention any more ships or freighters from Hoorn. 
After this time, wool, the raw material for the Hoorn textile industry, was no longer supplied directly to Hoorn.18 In 
Leiden, the same development can be seen regarding the export of textiles. From the beginning of the sixteenth 
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century Leiden cloth was not sent directly to either overseas outlets nor to the great annual fairs in the IJssel region, 
Flanders or Brabant.19 
  There was only one town in Holland where direct trade relations with abroad had remained unaffected: 
Amsterdam. It is true that in 1514 representatives of the town complained that in the preceding years a lot of trading 
vessels had been lost, but the leasing figures of the kraan (crane) do not indicate a decline in trade. Between 1498 
and 1514 proceeds of the kraan had increased fourfold, and, as Noordegraaf has rightly pointed out, such an 
increase is not conceivable if trade and shipping were under pressure.20 This is consistent with the fact that 
Amsterdam was the only town in the region in which population increased during the last quarter of the fifteenth 
century.21 In contrast the second large mercantile city in the region ? Dordrecht ? had to contend with a decline. In 
1514 it was noted that whereas previously 18 to 20 hulks (large seaworthy vessels) had been called in for trade both 
with the east and the west, now, in 1514, only two hulks and three smaller vessels were being operated. The city's 
commercial ties with overseas were then largely limited to England and Norway.22 
  A similar process of contraction took place in the contacts between the Holland gateway cities and the 
neighbouring regions. Not only did the number of seaworthy vessels in the ports of Holland decline, the number of 
smaller vessels like barges also showed a sharp drop from the final quarter of the fifteenth century onwards. In about 
a dozen towns in Holland, the total number of inland waterway vessels dropped from 388 in 1477 to 114 in 1494.23 
These vessels were of course partly involved in intraregional trade, but it is clear from comments made by the 
representatives of Medemblik, Schagen, Weesp and Schoonhoven that contact with neighbouring regions like the 
IJssel region, Zeeland, Flanders and Brabant had also decreased. In 1514 Amsterdam and Dordrecht were the only 
towns with a large fleet of inland waterway vessels (respectively 83 or 84 and 140). With these vessels the towns 
could keep in close touch with neighbouring areas.24 
  As far as I know there is only one source which allows for a more detailed examination of the size and 
composition of the flow of goods in the gateway cities in Holland: a tax of 1% of the value of the exported goods 
levied during the period 1543-1545. Table 1 shows the information obtained from this source for the period 10 
February to 10 August 1545. To interpret this table correctly, it is important to know that the tax on exported goods 
was raised during a period of war and international tension, so that trade and shipping were probably less extensive 
than at other times. Due to the nature of this source, trade with the Southern Netherlands was not registered, and 
finally English merchants were exempt from this tax.25 In spite of these limitations it will be clear that the information 
in the table is in keeping with what has been argued above. Considering the total value of exported goods, 
Amsterdam was by far the most important port for exported goods. The value was three times as high as that of all 
the other ports taken together. The table also shows that Amsterdam maintained trade relations with more places 
than the other ports. Table 2 shows what goods were exported. Most gateway towns exported an extremely limited 
range of goods: in most cases not more than about 20 products. Moreover, export was restricted to only one or a few 
of the groups of products listed in the table. In Gorinchem, for example, with total exports of 32,000 guilders , 59% of 
the total value fell under the category of crude inorganic materials, but in fact only one product was exported: salt. 
Again, Amsterdam is the exception, exporting about 190 products covering all the product groups. Dordrecht, with 41 
products, came second. This is in keeping with the important contacts Dordrecht had with the German Rhineland, 
Zeeland, Flanders and Brabant, as mentioned before.  
  From the preceding it may be concluded that to a great extent Amsterdam had acquired a monopoly on the 
exchange of goods between Holland and overseas from the latter part of the fifteenth century. With the exception of 
Dordrecht, export from other ports did not amount to much, just as the range of goods amounted to very little. 
Amsterdam had indeed become the gateway to Holland. From 90 products at the end of the fifteenth century, the 
supply on the Amsterdam market had increased to about 190 products by the middle of the sixteenth century.26 It 
should therefore not be surprising that the preponderance of Amsterdam over the other gateways in the region was 
felt in many respects, and gave rise to conflict.27 
 
Although Amsterdam maintained its preponderance, the port activities of the other gateways in Holland did not 
remain as insignificant as they had been during the middle of the sixteenth century. In Hoorn and Enkhuizen, the 
most important ports on the Holland Zuyder Zee coast after Amsterdam, overseas trading activities greatly increased 
during the second half of the century. And these activities were no longer limited to the area between the Baltic and 
Gibraltar. Shipowners, shipmasters and merchants took part in the spectacular expansion of the Holland trading 
network across the White Sea, the Mediterranean, the west coast of Africa, the East Indies and America.  
  It must, however, be emphasized that, apart from Amsterdam, the gateway activities of the Zuyder Zee ports 
were limited as far as the value and the composition of goods were concerned. Table 3 records the proceeds of the 
convooien en licenten (a tax levied on imported and exported goods) in the major tax-collecting offices situated along 
the Holland part of the Zuyder Zee coast. It is clear that Amsterdam outweighed the other ports. The entire proceeds 
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of this tax for Enkhuizen, Hoorn, Medemblik, Edam and Monnickendam amounted to 19% of that of Amsterdam 
during the period 1589-1595. In the course of the seventeenth century this figure dropped to 14% during 1624-1629, 
9% during 1665-1670, and finally to 7% in 1681-1684.28 Also striking was that trade was largely limited to northern 
and northeastern Europe (see table 4). Only towns such as Hoorn and Enkhuizen maintained contacts with a more 
extensive area, but even in these gateways there was little variation in the imported and exported goods.29 It is true 
that both towns did import and export spices and West Indies products (mainly tobacco), but on the whole Hoorn 
traded in wood, salt and cheese, and Enkhuizen in herring and cheese. Also telling is the fact that salt was the only 
bulk good imported from southern Europe. Luxury products such as silk, wine, olive oil, currants and figs were not 
imported directly to Hoorn and Enkhuizen.30 The limited sphere of influence trade had in these gateway cities is 
apparent from the fact that export was largely aimed at the neighbouring country of France, in particular Rouen, the 
gateway to the densely populated Seine basin with Paris as its most important centre. During the period November 
1643 to December 1645, 90% of the total value of exported goods from Enkhuizen was shipped to France; for Hoorn 
this figure was 50% for the period 1652-1653.31 
  The limited activities in ports like Enkhuizen, Hoorn, Medemblik, Edam and Monnickendam were of course 
reflected in the way the port system functioned in the northern part of Holland. Elsewhere I have shown that 
Amsterdam was the last port of call in the Zuyder Zee area.32 After part of the cargo had been unloaded in the small 
and medium-sized ports, and perhaps a return cargo had been loaded, the ship would sail to Amsterdam to unload 
the remainder, and take on more return cargo. It was obviously not possible to unload all the cargo and take on 
return cargo in the other ports; this had to be done in Amsterdam. The fact that so many ships left the Dutch 
Republic by way of Amsterdam supports the notion that Amsterdam played a key role in the port system. Indeed, not 
only were there many more imported and exported goods in Amsterdam than in the other towns, there was also a 
much greater variety. Records for the period 1667-1668 show that products from all over the world were found on the 
Amsterdam market.33 Clearly present were luxury goods from southern Europe and dozens of different types of 
industrial products: imported products which were hard to find in the other ports of the Holland Zuyder Zee coast. 
Consequently, Amsterdam was the central importing and exporting centre both for the ports in northern Holland and 
for the whole Zuyder Zee area. 
  Amsterdam's sphere of influence was not limited to the Zuyder Zee area, but also extended to the southern part 
of Holland. Still, the ports in the Rhine and Meuse estuary did not find themselves in such a position of dependency 
as the small and medium-sized ports on the Holland Zuyder Zee coast. Concentration similar to that which had taken 
place earlier in the Zuyder Zee region did take place in the southern part of Holland, albeit on a smaller scale. During 
the second half of the sixteenth century, import and export were mainly concentrated in Rotterdam, while the other 
ports in the region ? Schiedam, Delfshaven, Den Briel, Maassluis and Vlaardingen ? did have some trade, although 
herring fishing remained the main activity.34 The importance of Rotterdam towards the end of the sixteenth century 
can be seen from the books of the Delft merchant Claes Adriaensz. van Adrichem. He organized fifteen sailings 
between 1589 and 1598, ten of which ended in Rotterdam. Delfshaven ? the outport of Delft ? and the other ports 
in the estuaries were not called at, neither on departure nor on arrival.35 
  The growth of imported and exported goods in Rotterdam soon caused the town to outstrip Dordrecht at the 
beginning of the seventeenth century. Table 3, which shows the yield of the convooien en licenten, reflects this 
process: proceeds in Dordrecht remained behind those of Rotterdam and even diminished in the course of the 
seventeenth century. This does not mean that Rotterdam had taken over from Dordrecht in all respects. Although its 
position was affected by the rise of Rotterdam, Dordrecht did keep its central position as far as river trade was 
concerned.36 
  This rapid expansion of Rotterdam as gateway and the relatively independent development in the delta area did 
not in any way alter the primacy of Amsterdam. During the period 1589-1595, the yield of the convooien en licenten 
in Dordrecht and Rotterdam together was half that of Amsterdam, but in the course of the seventeenth century this 
declined. During the period 1624-1629 the Dordrecht-Rotterdam yield amounted to only 28% of that of Amsterdam, 
and during 1665-1670 and 1681-1684 it was only 22 and 19% respectively (see table 3). Statistics of the imported 
and exported goods in Dordrecht and Rotterdam for 1680 show that trade was mainly aimed at England, and that the 
variety of traded goods was only a fraction of what Amsterdam could offer.37 
 
 
4. Intraregional trade 
 
The fact that until well into the fifteenth century the towns and larger villages in Holland traded independently 
overseas and with the surrounding regions clearly shows that a full-grown port system had not yet developed. It is 
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true that the ports in the estuaries and those on the Holland Zuyder Zee coast were differently orientated, but a 
functional specialization was still lacking, and there was no clear hierarchical system. Of course, this situation was 
reflected both in the size and the organization of intraregional trade. Although the main ports in Holland ? Dordrecht 
in the south and Amsterdam in the north ? were explicitly mentioned as destinations for inland navigation, they did 
not play a central role in intraregional trade and shipping. Such centres were still lacking in Holland.  
 The dominant position which Amsterdam had acquired during the last decades of the fifteenth century, both in 
overseas trade and in trade with the surrounding regions, had of course consequences for its place and function in 
intraregional trade. As the exchange of goods concentrated in Amsterdam, the other gateway towns in the region 
became increasingly dependent on the intraregional exchange of goods with Amsterdam. Cloth, for instance, was 
primarily exported via Amsterdam, just as some raw materials were imported via this gateway.38 This is clearly 
illustrated by the fact that, when direct trade links between Hoorn and Newcastle were severed, the Amsterdam 
market supplied the wool which formed the raw material for the Hoorn textile industry.39 The dominant role of 
Amsterdam as a port where grain from the Baltic was imported also turned it into the central distribution centre for 
this product. When trade links between the other gateway towns and grain-exporting regions declined, a large part of 
Holland came to depend on intraregional grain supplies from Amsterdam.40 It is not surprising, then, that people in 
Edam claimed in 1540 that Amsterdam was their `capital city' (hooftstede).41 
  As Amsterdam grew more important as a centre in the intraregional exchange of goods, the limitations of the 
traditional transport system came to light. Traditionally, the guilds had supervised transport along the inland 
waterways and municipal authorities had tried to reserve trade and shipping for their own burghers.42 Transport itself 
was much like tramp shipping. This meant in practice that there were almost always several shipmasters at the same 
time waiting for a cargo. Consequently, the cargo was dispersed over several ships, and it could take weeks before a 
ship would sail. Obviously the master of a ship was inclined to wait until his ship was fully loaded before setting sail, 
especially for longer passages. The irregular nature of tramp shipping also resulted in the shipmasters exchanging 
cargo among themselves, so as to keep the passage as short as possible and to avoid detours. However, this 
caused the charterers to lose all control over the cargo, and it increased their uncertainty as to whether the goods 
arrived at the port of destination.  
  It will be clear that this system had its disadvantages both for merchants and other charterers, and that the 
disadvantages would first come to light in those places where intraregional trade was of great importance. It is not 
surprising that the route between Amsterdam and Hoorn was one of the first to undergo organizational changes. 
After all, Amsterdam had become the gateway for a large part of Holland, and in Hoorn the importance of overseas 
trade and trade with surrounding regions had declined most from the end of the fifteenth century.43 In a decree 
drawn up in 1529 concerning trade between these two towns, it was explicitly stated that under the existing system 
merchandise was often damaged or lost.44 Regarding the new system the decree makes clear that, apart from 
Sundays and a (limited) number of holidays, a ship had to leave each port at least once a day. Of great importance is 
the fact that the shipmaster would have to leave at an assigned time and was therefore not allowed to wait until the 
ship was fully loaded. To prevent the masters from arguing with each other, and to ensure that ships would also sail 
on days when the demand for shipping services was low, it was decreed that they had to sail in a fixed order ? by 
taking turns ? and at set prices. Finally, it was decreed that charterers were allowed to rent a complete ship outside 
the set sailing times. 
  The importance of the beurtvaart, as this system of regular services came to be known, should not be 
underestimated. Sombart correctly calls it a revolutionary change, `deren Geist allmählich das gesamte 
Verkehrswesen der Erde umgestürzt hat'.45 It can indeed be seen as a first step towards one of the most radical 
institutional modernizations in the world of transport: maintaining a fixed and regular connection between various 
points. Over the centuries this system has become standard for passenger transport. As an institutional innovation 
the beurtvaart system did what North views as the most important contribution of institutions to society, `to reduce 
uncertainty by establishing a stable [...] structure to human interaction'.46 The beurtvaart gave the charterers a 
certainty which up till then either had been totally lacking or had only been available for those able to rent a complete 
vessel. There was now certainty as to the times of departure and arrival, transport costs and the safety of the goods 
transported. As far the latter was concerned, the shipmasters had to comply with strict requirements set up by 
municipal authorities concerning their professional skill and the quality of the ferries.47 At the same time the flexibility 
of the transport system was improved tremendously by the introduction of regular ferries. It was now possible to send 
small consignments of goods at relatively little cost to a great number of destinations.48 
  It goes without saying that those who profited most from these changes were the merchants in the towns which 
were centres of intraregional trade. Besides Amsterdam, Dordrecht was the main centre, as is seen by the number of 
vessels (140 in 1514). The position of Dordrecht in the intraregional exchange of goods was, however, founded on a 



7

 

 
 

different basis from that of Amsterdam. Favoured by the counts of Holland, Dordrecht had traditionally been the main 
market town for river trade, and, through the so-called Maasrecht, was the compulsory port of call for ships entering 
the Meuse estuary from the open sea. Because of exemptions and other exceptions, this right, starting in the 
fourteenth century, slowly eroded, and in the long term lost its importance. In sea trade, therefore, Dordrecht could 
not maintain its position as an important centre.49 As far as river trade was concerned, things were quite different. In 
1355 the count of Holland had decreed that goods which were transported either upstream or downstream had to be 
unloaded in Dordrecht, and offered for sale there. This staple right, however, was too comprehensive to maintain and 
in 1541 King Charles V ordered some important changes. From then on, trade along the north-south axis (Baltic Sea 
area ? Amsterdam ? Flanders/Brabant) was no longer compelled to call at Dordrecht, while only a small charge 
was levied on trade from the north (Amsterdam) or the south (Flanders/Brabant) with upstream destinations.50 The 
staple right was maintained for the most important goods coming downstream. To summarize, although from 1541 
onwards the staple right was significantly limited, nevertheless, as far as products from the German Rhineland and 
the valley of the Meuse River were concerned, Dordrecht remained an important market and hence a centre for the 
intraregional exchange of goods.51 
 
In the northern part of Holland the restoration and expansion of direct links with overseas markets during the second 
half of the sixteenth century did not prevent intraregional trade from gaining in importance. The ports on the Holland 
Zuyder Zee coast acted as intermediaries between their hinterland and the other towns in Holland, notably 
Amsterdam. These towns supplied goods which were not produced or imported from overseas in sufficient amounts. 
Among these products we find not only the luxury consumer goods from southern Europe mentioned earlier, but also 
industrial products, raw materials, wines and of course grain, so necessary for the food supply and the brewing of 
beer.52 Intraregional trade not only supplied gateway cities like Medemblik, Enkhuizen, Hoorn, Edam and 
Monnickendam, but also sent on goods to other towns and villages in Holland. Again Amsterdam was very important. 
From Enkhuizen, for example, which was dominated by herring fisheries, large amounts of herring were exported 
overseas by way of Amsterdam.53 Many of the East Indies products imported in Hoorn and Enkhuizen were also 
shipped to the Amsterdam market for sale and transshipment.  
  In the Rhine-Meuse estuary, the gateway function of Rotterdam increased rapidly, but here, too, intraregional 
trade and transport remained important. After all, many products exported from Rotterdam reached this gateway via 
inland waterways and, conversely, intraregional trade and transport was used to distribute products imported in 
Rotterdam. Consequently, because of an increase in its imports and exports, Rotterdam, like Amsterdam and 
Dordrecht, grew to be an important centre for the intraregional exchange of goods. At the same time it should be 
taken into account that direct links between the delta area and the surrounding regions as well as overseas were not 
as extensive and varied in the case of Rotterdam as those of Amsterdam. Rotterdam and the southern part of 
Holland in general were partly dependent on grain supplies from the Amsterdam grain market. Bijlsma has pointed 
out that not only grain, but also silk fabrics, raw materials for the soap works and yarn from the German Rhineland for 
the linen weaving mills of southern Holland were bought in Amsterdam.54 An additional factor stimulating the use of 
intraregional transport between the northern and the southern part of Holland was unfavourable wind directions. For 
the square-rigged merchant vessels it was practically impossible to leave the port of Amsterdam and the Zuyder Zee 
area when the wind blew from the east, whereas an easterly wind was excellent for setting sail from the Rhine-Meuse 
delta. So, merchants wishing to send goods to England, France or southern Europe when there was an easterly wind 
would first send their merchandise along inland waterways to the delta area. After being loaded onto seagoing 
vessels there, the products were sent to their destination. Conversely, when a westerly wind blew, the port of 
Amsterdam was better suited, and goods destined for northern and northeastern Europe were then transported along 
inland waterways from the southern part of Holland to Amsterdam or one of the ports on the Zuyder Zee coast.55 
 It will be clear by now that the specific structure of the Dutch port system and the expanding economy needed a 
properly functioning intraregional transport system. The regular beurtvaart service, which was both reliable and 
flexible, could meet the demands made and, from the last few decades of the sixteenth century onwards, dozens of 
regular lines were established by municipal authorities.56 The system, however, was not quick enough to transport 
products to the port with the most suitable wind direction, because the large seagoing vessels could not postpone 
their departure for more than two or three days without running the risk of the wind direction changing. For that 
reason there was a rowboat link between Amsterdam and Rotterdam, which could bridge the distance between these 
two towns in a very short time. This speedy connection was used not only for goods but also for messages, such as 
the daily price quotations on the Amsterdam Bourse.57 
  The regular services of the beurtvaart system were not limited to Holland, but were also established to facilitate 
trade with surrounding regions and with cities like Hamburg, London and Rouen. After the Northern Netherlands had 
dissociated themselves from the Hapsburg monarchy at the end of the sixteenth century, and after import and export 
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taxes were imposed, trade in the Northern Netherlands became more like domestic trade as we know it nowadays. 
Since the province of Holland played an important role in the Dutch Republic, the main centres for intraregional trade 
and transport in Holland ? Amsterdam, Dordrecht and Rotterdam ? were at the same time main centres for inland 
trade and traffic in the Dutch Republic. As is shown in figure 2, Amsterdam was the most important centre in the 
inland trading network. From here, direct regular services were maintained to practically all parts of the country.58 
Besides Amsterdam, there were a few centres which were less important, but which did, at a regional or subregional 
level, function as centres for domestic trade. The most important of these centres (together with their sphere of 
influence) are mentioned in figure 3: Dordrecht, Utrecht, Middelburg, Nijmegen, Groningen and Sneek.59 Of these 
centres Dordrecht, because of its important role in river trade, had the most extensive sphere of influence. The other 
centres kept in touch with towns and villages in their region, and, as is made clear in figure 3, they linked the 
beurtvaart system in their region to the big cities in the western part of the country, particularly Amsterdam. 
Amsterdam therefore came to function as the main intermediary in the exchange of goods between the various parts 
of the Dutch Republic.  
  However, the beurtvaart system as portrayed in figures 2 and 3 does not give a complete account of domestic 
trade and transport. Practically all the towns and villages which were included in the beurtvaart system were, in turn, 
centres in a network of domestic trade. This network could be extremely small, in which case it would coincide with 
the market area of the centre. In a few cases, though, it was very extensive. One large network of inland and foreign 
links was that around Zwolle. This city, situated on the east coast of the Zuyder Zee, was linked to Amsterdam by a 
daily beurtvaart service, but was itself an important centre for a trade network reaching across the eastern part of the 
Netherlands and Münsterland in Germany. Though there were no proper waterways in the area, there was extensive 
inland shipping on the smaller rivers, streams and ditches whenever the water level allowed. Even if there was not 
enough water, sailing could take place. The shipmasters would, in this case, build an earthen dam and patiently wait 
until the water level had risen sufficiently. Then they would cut across the dam and punt downstream as quickly as 
possible and after some time build a new dam.60 By means of this primitive transport system, they were nevertheless 
able to transport large amounts of goods from an extremely vast hinterland to Zwolle. Deep down in this hinterland, 
towns like Almelo played an important role as traffic and trade centres. A trade register of an Almelo merchant, dating 
from the first half of the seventeenth century, shows that a large part of Twente was supplied with goods from Almelo. 
Insofar as these goods came from the west, they were supplied via Zwolle. From Zwolle, too, regional products, such 
as linen, rye and beef cattle, were shipped to Holland.61 Confirming Amsterdam's central role in the domestic trade 
of the Dutch Republic, it was Amsterdam where many of the goods were purchased and sold. The Almelo merchant 
had a brother and a cousin living in Amsterdam who saw to his affairs there.  
  Details such as these give some insight into how domestic trade was organized. At the same time they make 
clear that the regulated beurtvaart was only part of an extensive domestic traffic system, a system which functioned 
extremely well for those days, and which must be taken into account when studying the above-mentioned 
concentration of import and export activities in a handful of gateway cities. In the following section an attempt will be 
made to explain the development of the port system and intraregional trade, and how the two are related. 
 
[hier] Figure 2. The `beurtvaart' system of Amsterdam, ca 1700. 
Source: Jan ten Hoorn, Naeuw-keurig Reys-boek bysonderlijk dienstig voor kooplieden, en reysende persoonen etc. 
(Amsterdam 1700). 
 
[hier] Figure 3. The `beurtvaart' system of some regional centres for inland trade and shipping, ca 1700. 
Source: Jan ten Hoorn, Naeuw-keurig Reys-boek bysonderlijk dienstig voor kooplieden, en reysende persoonen etc. 
(Amsterdam 1700). 
 
 
5. The port system and intraregional trade: an explanation 
 
The developments described in the preceding sections show some striking similarities with the model of selective 
growth as described in section 2. Various gateway cities in Holland were assimilated into the expanding network of 
intraregional contacts around Amsterdam (P2 in the model). Besides this, connections with the outside world were 
increasingly concentrated in one port. From the end of the fifteenth century onwards, a port system started to 
develop which was both clearly structured and strikingly hierarchical. Not all ports, however, were assimilated into the 
Amsterdam sphere of influence, something which is also in keeping with Rimmer's model. The way in which 
Dordrecht developed is similar to that shown in port P4. As Dordrecht had a specific function ? a staple function in 
river trade ? it could remain fairly independent of Amsterdam. The extensive fleet of river craft is evidence of the 
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existence of a network of intraregional contacts around Dordrecht.  
 From the second half of the sixteenth century the import and export activities of a number of ports were restored, 
but the structure of the port system was not changed. As ports like Hoorn and Enkhuizen had specialized in the 
import and export of only a few products, intraregional trade in the area north of the IJ remained of vital importance. 
This specialization bears some resemblance to the process of decentralization as shown in phase 5 of the model. In 
the Rhine-Meuse estuary, Dordrecht was surpassed by Rotterdam, but here too we can see a form of specialization: 
Dordrecht concentrated on river trade whereas Rotterdam had sea trade. Although the gateway towns in the delta 
area could remain reasonably independent of Amsterdam, it should be emphasized that trade relations of a city like 
Rotterdam were on the whole limited to western Europe and especially to England and France. In this sense, too, 
there was specialization. 
  Now that it has been established that Holland went through a process of selective growth which resembles that 
described by Rimmer, the question remains whether his statements are of any help in interpreting the developments 
which took place in Holland from the last quarter of the fifteenth century. It has already been mentioned that Rimmer 
considered unequal means of access to the hinterland as being the cause of selective growth among the ports. The 
ports which grew most were those which were accessible by means of railway lines and roads, the so-called 
penetration lines. An external boost, the establishment of settlements along the coast and the creation of an 
infrastructure, caused the interior of a country to develop, thus starting a process of selective growth among the 
ports. For developments in Holland, this does not seem to explain much. The interior of the country was not one-
sidedly vitalized by the presence of ports along the coast, nor were there any penetration lines built in an otherwise 
inaccessible area. Unlike Africa and Australia, Holland had, during the Middle Ages and the early modern period, a 
great number of waterways. Consequently, according to the standards of the period, the area was remarkably 
accessible. The process of interconnection and concentration can therefore not be linked to the creation of an 
infrastructure.  
  The Enqueste (1494) and the Informacie (1514) show that the crisis in which Holland found itself at the end of 
the fifteenth century played a crucial role in the developments described above. Like other regions in the 
Netherlands, Holland suffered a crisis which disrupted the whole of society.62 The seriousness of the crisis was 
caused by a number of unfavourable developments at the same time. A structural problem was the high level of the 
groundwater and frequent floods as a result of dikes bursting. This excess of water had a negative influence on the 
quality of the soil and therefore on the productivity of agriculture. A further problem for cattle-breeders was that prices 
of grain (which they had to buy) rose, while prices for cattle-breeding products lagged behind. At the same time 
political tension increased and, especially after the death of Charles the Bold in 1477, the whole country was in a 
permanent state of turmoil, due to raids, looting and devastation caused by invading armies and to domestic unrest 
which found expression in the rebellion of the `kaas en broodvolk'. The many wars caused taxes to be raised, while 
trade, shipping and fishing were hampered by pirates. Finally, the people, who had had to suffer so much from 
turmoil and poverty, were also hit by several outbreaks of the bubonic plague. It is not surprising that the population 
in Holland decreased drastically during the last quarter of the fifteenth century.  
  The combination of all these misfortunes was of great influence on the gateway activities of the cities. After all, 
the economic and demographic decline diminished the exchange of goods with other regions and affected both 
imports and exports in the gateways. In addition, the merchants in most cities were financially incapable of surviving 
the consequences of a long-lasting crisis. Their capital was diminished by the taxes that had been raised to pay for 
the wars following the death of Charles the Bold. They also suffered immediate financial loss through the wars: in a 
great many towns loss of ships and goods is mentioned.63 As a consequence of their capital losses, merchants and 
shipowners could not replace the ships they had lost. Considering the size of these losses, this is hardly surprising: 
Edam for instance, after the death of Charles the Bold, lost 31 seaworthy vessels, Enkhuizen 135 with all their crew 
and merchandise.64 Obviously these towns lost much of their gateway activity because of this.  
  The limited financial resources of the merchants also affected the gateway function in a more fundamental way. 
In 1494 Alkmaar representatives emphasized that the merchants in their city were no longer able to buy the farmers' 
production of butter and cheese. The latter were therefore forced to go and sell their products on the Amsterdam 
market.65 This statement is evidence that the economic ties between the towns and the surrounding countryside had 
loosened. This undermined the activities of the towns as exporting centres for agricultural products from the 
surrounding countryside and their function as port of call for products which had to be supplied from elsewhere. 
Problems were increased because most of the wealthy tended to leave the small and medium-sized towns and settle 
elsewhere. There were complaints about this both in 1494 and in 1514. In Hoorn in 1494 it was stated that the rich 
had left the city and had moved to Amsterdam and other places where trade and industry were less affected by the 
hardships of the time.66 Representatives of Alkmaar pointed out that while trade and industry in their city were 
severely hit by the crisis, Amsterdam suffered much less. Not only did Amsterdam suffer less; as will be shown 
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below, the crisis paved the way for Amsterdam to acquire its dominant position during the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries.  
  There are several explanations for this atypical development. In the first place, Amsterdam had been the main 
trading centre in the region for some time and its financial strength was undoubtedly greater than that of any other 
town.67 Therefore, it was more capable of absorbing financial loss and might even profit from the economic upheaval 
of the other gateway cities.  
  In the second place, Amsterdam's gateway function was strengthened by the growing supply of grain from the 
Baltic area to the Netherlands. Around 1460, grain export from the Baltic to the west was not more than 3,000 lasts 
(about 6 million kilograms). In 1500 this had increased to 10,000 lasts (about 20 million kilograms) and export figures 
for Danzig clearly show that this increase in grain exports to the Netherlands mainly took place after 1475.68 Van 
Uytven links this increase to a decrease in imports from the traditional grain-supplying areas in France (the Somme 
and the Loire regions) and lowered production within the Netherlands. Poor harvests because of flooding, 
devastation caused by war, bans on exports and privateering by the French caused the traditional supply routes to 
run dry.69 Because Amsterdam had maintained close links with the Baltic area, and had long been the main port for 
the import of Baltic products in the Netherlands, it profited from an increase in supplies. Conversely, gateway towns 
like Dordrecht, Gouda, Delft and Schoonhoven, to which imported grain from France had mainly come, were 
undermined by this same process.70 
  In the third place it should be mentioned that during this period of crisis and economic upheaval Amsterdam 
pursued a successful economic policy aimed at concentrating trade and shipping in the city. One example of this is 
the decisions taken regarding interest still due. When at the end of the fifteenth century many towns and villages 
could no longer pay the interest on loans in Amsterdam, it was possible to hold the traders from these towns and 
villages liable for the debts of their home towns and to confiscate their goods. Naturally people then tended to avoid 
Amsterdam. In order to prevent this situation, which was clearly unfavourable for Amsterdam, residents of all towns 
and villages in 1494 received letters of safe-conduct to trade in Amsterdam. In following years, this measure was 
continually renewed.71 
  Finally, the concentration of import and export in Amsterdam was of a self-enhancing nature. It has already been 
mentioned that the wealthy burghers from other towns settled in Amsterdam from the final decades of the fifteenth 
century onwards, thus strengthening the economic basis of Amsterdam, and weakening it in other places. The 
difference between the financial strength of Amsterdam and that of the rest of Holland is confirmed by the yield of a 
tax on trading capital raised in 1543. Only merchants with a working capital of at least 1,000 guilders were taxed. 
Amsterdam merchants headed the list with an estimated total of 194,125 guilders. For Delft, Haarlem and Leiden the 
total was 34,900, 17,500 and 10,900 guilders respectively. Unfortunately there are no figures available for Dordrecht 
and Gouda, but it is certain that no merchant living north of the IJ had a working capital worth more than 1,000 
guilders.72 
 
In the previous sections we saw that both the import and export activities of many gateway cities in Holland 
recovered after the middle of the sixteenth century. It also became clear that this recovery did not, in most cases, 
lead to a large diversity in the exchange of goods nor to contacts with a large number of areas. On the contrary, the 
ports in Holland tended to specialize in certain products and in contacts with a limited number of forelands, or foreign 
destinations. Only the exchange of goods in the port of Amsterdam showed a great diversity. In the Rimmer model, 
which is based on research in Africa and Australia, capacity problems in the main port (P2) are seen as the driving 
force for the process of specialization. Such capacity problems are caused by the fact that changes in infrastructure 
and transport technology more or less force the flow of goods along one or a few places. The construction of a 
railway link was of crucial importance in the case of Africa and Australia, as it allowed large amounts of goods to be 
transported along great distances at relatively little cost. This caused an end to the situation whereby primitive means 
of transport limited the size of the hinterland, and whereby it was necessary to unload or reship in many different 
ports. The port which was most accessible to the hinterland could thus monopolize trade with the outside world and 
so acquire a dominant position in domestic trade and shipping. If the total volume of imports and exports grew too 
much, a gateway city could end up with capacity problems. 
  During the early modern period in Holland there was no need to concentrate the flow of goods along one or a few 
places. Here the process of concentration was brought about by the economic crisis at the end of the fifteenth 
century, which caused the exchange of goods and the financial strength of the merchants in most gateway towns to 
become insufficient to keep up independent contact with the forelands. With economic recovery in Holland, renewed 
contacts between gateway towns and other regions became possible again. Besides, decentralization of port 
activities was boosted by the fact that intraregional transport in Holland was well developed for those days, but a 
distribution of all goods from one central port was beyond the system. It is also important to note that technical and 
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financial factors did not prevent a decentralization of port activities. After all, seaworthy vessels were relatively small 
and had a shallow draught, making it possible to keep the ports reasonably accessible using simple techniques at 
relatively little expense.73 
 When the economy recovered during the second half of the sixteenth century and the exchange of goods 
increased, the intermediary function of the ports was indeed reinforced. As to the independent links with surrounding 
regions and overseas markets, it has already been stated that in the ports to the north of the IJ this was mainly 
limited to a small number of goods. There was too little demand from the immediate hinterland to justify an increase 
in supplies. In addition, the financial resources of the merchants in these towns and villages were small compared to 
those of the merchants in Amsterdam, so they could not turn their towns into important staple towns. Thus, the 
activities of these towns and villages in the interregional and international exchange of goods were mainly limited to 
the supply of bulk goods and the export of voluminous products from their immediate hinterlands. With bulk goods 
and other voluminous products, the limits of the intraregional transport system became most apparent. The import 
and export of goods from one central point necessitates temporary storage and several transfers of the goods. At a 
time when there were few mechanical appliances in the ports, these activities were expensive and consequently 
unattractive. With products which were less bulky (industrial products, luxury goods) these problems were not so 
great, and for these types of goods the towns north of the IJ remained dependent on intraregional transport.  
  A similar situation is found in the Rhine-Meuse delta. However, an exception has to be made for the main ports 
in the area, Rotterdam and Dordrecht. Because of their location and for reasons of tradition, these ports had a 
natural advantage in some trades. For Dordrecht this advantage lay in its location and its traditional staple function 
for river trade; for Rotterdam it lay in its favourable location in relation to England and France. As a consequence, 
import and export were not limited to goods unsuitable for intraregional trade. Because of these factors, Rotterdam 
and Dordrecht succeeded in becoming centres for intraregional trade themselves.  
  The hierarchical structure of the port system described above changed little in the course of time. When 
entrepreneurs had to decide on a location, the best-developed gateway cities were the most attractive, as was the 
case during the crisis at the end of the fifteenth century. This was made abundantly clear by the arrival of immigrant 
merchants from the Southern Netherlands during the last decades of the sixteenth and the first decades of the 
seventeenth century. Only incidentally did a merchant from the Southern Netherlands settle in any of the gateway 
cities to the north of the IJ. They did settle in the Rhine-Meuse delta; Rotterdam's trade in particular seems to have 
been given a great boost by their arrival.74 The largest number of merchants from the Southern Netherlands, 
however, went to the most important gateway city in Holland: Amsterdam. Through their capital, know-how and trade 
contacts, they gave an even bigger boost to the predominance Amsterdam had over the other ports.75 When 
deciding where to settle, the geographical location of a port was of relatively little importance. Towards the end of the 
seventeenth century, after observing Dutch ports, William Temple correctly stated that, `it easily appears, that `tis not 
a Haven that draws Trade, but Trade that fills a Haven, and brings it in vogue'.76 As a consequence, there was no 
change in the position of the gateway cities in the network of intraregional and domestic links. 
 
 
6. Conclusion 
 
In the preceding sections, the spatial and organizational development of the network of intraregional trade and 
shipping has been described. During the period under discussion, the fifteenth up to and including the seventeenth 
centuries, some fundamental changes took place. Most striking is the fact that three cities, Amsterdam, Dordrecht 
and Rotterdam, acquired a dominant position in the network of intraregional contacts. Of these, Amsterdam was by 
far the most important centre. Frequent connections were maintained with all parts of Holland and at the same time 
with a large number of places in the surrounding regions. When at the end of the sixteenth century Holland and a 
number of these surrounding regions were united in the Dutch Republic, Amsterdam became the main centre of what 
from then on may rightly be called `domestic' trade and transport. The extensive intraregional and domestic trade 
demanded organizational changes in inland shipping which for a long time had been more in the nature of tramp 
shipping. The beurtvaart ? characterized by regularity, set times of departure, fixed rates and guarantees as to the 
professional skill of the shipmasters and the quality of the ships ? met the wishes of merchants and other charterers. 
It gave the transport system a flexibility which until then was unheard of. The towns that had been admitted into this 
system of regular services were, in turn, centres for their own networks of regional or subregional links.  
  In order to interpret these spatial and organizational changes, a model has been used in which a link is made 
between the development of intraregional connections and the changing structure of the port system. It is argued that 
it was its intermediary function between a hinterland and the rest of the world which determined the position of a city 
in the network of intraregional trade and shipping. The similarity between the model and concrete developments in 
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Holland indicate that the port system and intraregional trade and shipping are linked in a way which depended little 
on time and place. In Holland, too, selective growth among gateway cities was directly linked to intraregional and 
domestic trade and shipping. Regarding the causality, there is much less similarity between the model and 
developments in Holland. While the model shows how development in a port system depends on the creation of an 
infrastructure in the interior, in Holland selective growth within the port system influenced the development of an 
intraregional network. To explain this difference it is noted that the starting point for Holland was quite different from 
that described in the model. In Africa and Australia, the areas studied in making the model, an interior which had 
been hitherto inaccessible was opened up by the creation of an infrastructure. Holland, with its abundance of 
waterways, had, according to the standards of the period, already been opened up, so that it is not the creation of an 
infrastructure, but political and economic changes which have to be held responsible for the selective growth among 
ports.  
  The analysis of intraregional trade and shipping presented here allows for some tentative remarks on its 
importance for economic development in Holland. The most important contribution a well-functioning intraregional 
transport system can make to a regional economy is that it allows specialization on a local and subregional level. 
Indeed, in Holland the economy was characterized by a large degree of geographical specialization. In the 
seventeenth century Leiden was the textile town, Delft and Gouda specialized in the production of earthenware, in 
the vicinity of Haarlem linen was bleached, in Weesp brandy was distilled, and the Zaan area had developed into an 
industrial area where windmills supplied energy for a large number of industrial activities. Ports specialized as well. 
Because of an intraregional transport system the inhabitants of these cities could fall back on other centres for the 
goods they themselves did not produce, and for the sale of their own produce.  
  This kind of specialization in Holland was tremendously important, for, given the small size of production and 
exchange of goods during the early modern period, it was only possible to profit from economies of scale by 
geographically concentrating economic activities. It may also be expected that the concentration of specific economic 
activities facilitated innovations in the production of goods and services. Towards the end of the seventeenth century, 
William Temple mentions these links. In his Observations upon the United Provinces he stated that the economic 
power of the Dutch Republic was partly caused by `the custom of every Town affecting some particular Commerce or 
Staple, valuing it self thereupon, and so improving it to the greatest height'.77 The existence of a properly functioning 
intraregional transport system was a precondition for specialization and its positive effects on the economy. 
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