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The experience of state formation. Chronicling and petitioning
on the Dutch island of Ameland (c. 1780–1815)
Joris Oddens a,b

aDepartment of Linguistic and Literary Studies, University of Padova, Padova, Italy; bInstitute for History,
Leiden University, Leiden, Netherlands

ABSTRACT
In this article I examine how state formation in the revolutionary and
Napoleonic period was experienced by inhabitants of the Dutch
island of Ameland. I focus on chronicling and petitioning, two
activities that were performed by ordinary people. The
microhistorical perspective adopted in this article reveals more
continuity in the way political transformations were experienced
than an institutional outlook might suggest. Between 1780 and
1815 the Netherlands developed from an oligarchic confederacy
of local administrative units into an autocratic and centralized
monarchy. Yet the people of Ameland continued to understand
political authority and political representation very much in old-
regime terms.
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Introduction

At the turn of the eighteenth century, the island of Ameland was peripheral in more than
one respect. While located to the north of Friesland, it did not belong to the Dutch Repub-
lic, but to the private possessions of the House of Orange-Nassau. After 1795, Ameland was
at the frontier of revolutionary and Napoleonic Europe, and from 1815 onwards it consti-
tuted the northern border of the United Kingdom of the Netherlands. Throughout the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Ameland remained entirely rural and about half of
its inhabitants were members of the Mennonite Church, which could claim only a tiny per-
centage of the Dutch population.

The present study looks at Ameland from the old regime to the restoration. There are
other local and regional case studies zooming in on the Netherlands during this period.
With some important exceptions (Dekker, 2011; Nieuwenhuis, 1986; Rosendaal, 2012;
Schutte, 1989; Verstegen, 1989), this literature usually deals with towns (Oddens, 2017).
Studies of places elsewhere on the periphery of revolutionary and Napoleonic Europe
have likewise been chiefly concerned with urban contexts (e.g. Aaslestad, 2005; Crook,
1991; Davis, 2006; Rowe, 2003a). My focus is on a region that was both peripheral and
rural, and my approach is somewhat different from that adopted in most of the available
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literature. Rather than scrutinizing official documents or printed sources, I have looked for
source types that reveal how the people of Ameland experienced political change and
state formation on an everyday basis.

The history of experience has long since been a central concern of historians working
on the period around 1800. At least three historiographical traditions can be discerned. A
first tradition originates in the work of Reinhardt Koselleck and includes advocates and
critics of the idea that extreme experiences of rupture caused by dramatic events
during the revolutionary and Napoleonic eras may be held responsible for new,
‘modern’ forms of historical awareness and concepts of time (Baggerman, 2011; Becker,
1999; Berman, 1982; Deseure & Pollmann, 2013; Fritzsche, 2004; Hartog, 2003; Koselleck,
1979; Koselleck & Reichardt, 1988; Terdiman, 1993). A second tradition, which builds on
the older German Alltagsgeschichte, focuses more in particular on the (military and econ-
omic) experience of the revolutionary and Napoleonic wars to understand what impact
they had on people’s lives (Aaslestad & Joor, 2015; Forrest, Hagemann, & Rendall, 2009;
James, 2013; Planert, 2007; Planert, 2009). While they ultimately study experience for
different reasons, these two traditions have in common that they treat experiences as sub-
jective perceptions and predominantly make use of autobiographical writing to capture
these perceptions.

A different approach to experience is taken by social historians who advocate a ‘from
below’ perspective on state formation (Blickle, 1997; Blockmans, Holenstein, & Matieu,
2009; Rowe, 2003b; Te Brake, 1998). In his now thirty year old classic study on the revolu-
tionary movement of the 1780s in the Dutch city of Deventer, Wayne Te Brake – taking his
cue from Charles Tilly – declared it the principal task of the social historian ‘to reconstruct
how ordinary people lived or experienced [my italics] the large structural changes, like the
formation of national states […], that are fundamental to the course of modern history.’ (Te
Brake, 1989, p. 6; cf. Tilly, 1985) Interestingly, historians working in this tradition (e.g. for the
Netherlands de Jong, 2014; Prak, 1999) hardly make use of autobiographical sources. In
this type of social history writing, experience is not reconstructed by looking at (individual)
perceptions but through the study of (collective) action. Experience understood in this
sense is a concept that, much like ‘reception’, carries both passive and active connotations
(Martindale, 2006, p. 11).

In this article I essentially wish to address Tilly and Te Brake’s question – how did ordin-
ary people experience state formation? – combining the social historical and cultural his-
torical approaches to experience. For this I will first and foremost be using an
autobiographical source. In recent years much scholarly attention has been devoted to
Dutch autobiographies dating from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, but these
autobiographies were mostly written long after the events that are described in them
took place (Baggerman, 2009, 2011, 2013). One important consequence of this is that
such writings tend to focus on dramatic events rather than everyday experiences. A
way to capture these instantaneous experiences is to use texts in which authors kept
record of events more or less as they happened. A number of these texts are known to
have survived from the Netherlands around 1800, but little in-depth study has been
made of them so far (a notable exception is Baggerman & Dekker, 2009; cf. for the
Southern Netherlands Deseure, 2010; Deseure & Pollmann, 2013). This contribution
offers a close reading of one such text, somewhere between a diary and a chronicle,
written by Cornelis Sorgdrager, an inhabitant of Ameland.1
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One extraordinary feature of Sorgdrager’s text is that it provides access to numerous
instances of collective action, including many moments when petitions were presented
to supra-local authorities by groups of inhabitants from his local community. Petitioning
as a form of collective action has the advantage that in addition to its performative
dimension, it also leaves material traces: the contents of petitions have often been rec-
ommended as a means to understand the views and mentalities of ordinary people
(Fuhrmann, Kumin, & Würgler, 1998; Heerma van Voss, 2001; Lyons, 2015; Te Brake,
2006; Würgler, 2001), and sometimes also considered as forms of autobiographical
writing (Ulbricht, 1996). In this article, I first of all assess the various petitioning acts
Sorgdrager makes mention of in order to better understand how political change pre-
sented itself to the Amelanders; where possible, I consider the contents of the petitions
as well.

In short, this article investigates, through a study of perceptions and actions, how the
inhabitants of an island located on the periphery both of the Netherlands and of revolu-
tionary Europe experienced processes of state formation, such as the imposition of the
Dutch unitary state and the incorporation into the French Empire, on an everyday
basis. It will show that until well into the nineteenth century the inhabitants of
Ameland did not feel that the coming of the nation state should mean the end of
local rights and customs (see also Aaslestad, 2005; Broers, 2005; Pröve, 2000; Rowe,
2003a; Weinmann, 2002). I hope for my approach to bring to light that in the case of
Ameland this was not, as might be expected, due to the fact that the central state
was weaker in the periphery but, quite on the contrary, that the Amelanders’ ample
experience with the central state institutions of the old regime had instilled in them
an unshakeable belief that their local republicanism was not fundamentally incompatible
with central state authority.

Cornelis Pieter Sorgdrager (1759–1826), his Memori Boeck, and the island
of Ameland

At the beginning of 1779, Cornelis Pieter Sorgdrager, a nineteen-year-old inhabitant of
Hollum, the largest village on Ameland, started keeping a record of events in a chron-
icle-like text that he called Memori Boeck. Sorgdrager does not inform us about his
motives, but it is quite imaginable that he started writing because he believed that a mar-
itime conflict between the Dutch Republic and Great Britain was imminent. Times of war
were peak years for chronicling activity (Pollmann, 2016, p. 6), and for the inhabitants of a
small island in the North Sea a naval war was obviously an event with great impact. Sorg-
drager mentioned the military crisis, however, only at the very end of 1780 when the
Fourth Anglo-Dutch War in fact broke out (Sorgdrager, 1983, p. 6). In the two years that
had passed up to that moment he had already recorded a number of events. A selection
may be helpful to get a grasp of the diverse contents of the chronicle: a twenty-year-old
girl died after having refused to eat for a long time; four young men climbed the church
tower to replace the church bell rope (Sorgdrager, who was among them, carved his name
in the bell); a new bailiff arrived on the island and was welcomed in its three villages; a
horse was thunderstruck and died; dysentery broke out on the island and took its toll;
the autumn of 1779 was rainy, the catch of the local fishermen was modest; a ship
loaded with various foodstuffs stranded, the crew was saved; a new village council was
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elected in Hollum; two inhabitants had a fight, one of them died, an investigation was
started; a new medical doctor settled in the village of Ballum; and the summer of 1780
was unusually dry (Sorgdrager, 1983, pp. 1–6).

TheMemori Boeck is an exceptional source because it spans its author’s entire adult life-
time, a period of over four decades that includes the Dutch revolutionary era broadly
defined (c. 1780–1815). The Memori Boeck is not the only text written by Sorgdrager
that has survived: in 1773, when he was only thirteen, he started recording events in
the Mennonite community that he belonged to (Sorgdrager, 1982). This text deals with
church affairs such as church services, baptisms, marriages, and conflicts between
members of the community. Sorgdrager was himself at the center of these events.
While his family owned a textile shop in Hollum (Sorgdrager, 1983, pp. 55–56), he was
also called to be one of the community’s lay preachers at a young age; later he became
one of its two elders (Sorgdrager, 1982, p. 27).

Sorgdrager belonged to the Janjacobsgezinden, the largest of three Mennonite
branches that were represented on the island (Gorter, 1889–1890). He preached in his
own Hollum as well as in Ballum and Nes, the two other settlements on the island with
the status of village and their own village councils. Though he was never involved in
local government himself – for the Mennonites on the island public-office-holding was
highly exceptional until 1795 and it remained unusual after that (Sorgdrager, 1983,
p. 50) – he was a well-respected figure also among members of the Dutch Reformed
Church. Sorgdrager must have been one of the better-to-do inhabitants of the island.
Though Mennonite lay preacher was an honorary position, citizens holding this office
did receive donations from members of the parish, which, according to one contemporary
source, provided them with more income than the (salaried) Dutch Reformed ministers on
the island (Hedendaagsche historie, 1786, vol. 2, p. 386).

When Sorgdrager started keeping his Memori Boeck in 1779, Ameland counted about
three thousand inhabitants (www.volkstellingen.nl). It had become a possession of the
House of Orange-Nassau in 1704 and remained so until 1795. In that year an invasion
by a French revolutionary army caused the island’s sovereign lord, Prince William V of
Orange-Nassau, also stadtholder to the Seven United Provinces, to leave the Netherlands
for good. Until that moment Ameland, like several other ‘free seigneuries’ (vrije heerlijk-
heden), was not part of the confederacy of the United Provinces proper, but it was seen
as an associated member (Houwink, 1899; de Meester, 1853; Thomassen, 2015, vol. 1,
p. 235). Ameland and the other possessions of the House of Orange-Nassau were admi-
nistered by the Domain Council of Nassau (Nassause Domeinraad), the private audit
office of the stadtholder in The Hague (Pennings & Schreuder, 1995). Although formally
Ameland did not belong to the Dutch Republic, decrees issued on the island were based
on the decrees issued by the States-General (Staten-Generaal), the national governing
body in The Hague, for the territories over which it exerted direct control (Generaliteit-
slanden) (van der Ven, 2008, p. 73; Thomassen, 2015, vol. 1, p. 235). In a cultural sense,
the people of Ameland were considered to belong to the Dutch, and more in particular
to the Frisian, nation.2 Most of the islanders were content with their status as subjects of
the Prince of Orange-Nassau, and most remained so when a violent opposition arose
against William V, in his capacity of stadtholder, from the early 1780s onwards. While
the position of the inhabitants of Ameland on the political spectrum can be linked to
the particular constitutional status of the island, it was in itself not a unique position.

4 J. ODDENS

www.volkstellingen.nl


Within the Dutch Republic as well there were towns and rural areas where the majority
of the population supported the stadtholder, even after 1795, when William found
himself in English exile (e.g. Dekker, 2011, pp. 111–118; Kops, 1905; Kuiper, 2002, ch. 6).

In another sense, too, political life on Ameland was on closer inspection less exceptional
than its status of ‘independent’ island suggests. The countryside of the Dutch Republic (its
western half in particular) counted many ‘regular’ seigneuries (hoge heerlijkheden and
ambachtsheerlijkheden) that were governed in a way not so different from that of the
free seigneury Ameland (de Blécourt, 1912; Prins, 2015). Like the Prince of Orange, the
local lords often did not live in their seigneuries, but only occasionally visited. The daily
government was left to local officials who were appointed by the lord. There were, of
course, differences between having for a lord a member of the renowned House of
Orange-Nassau or a relatively insignificant city-dwelling patrician, but in many cases the
reverence paid to local lords seems not to have been dissimilar to that paid to the
princes of Orange in the stadtholderian possessions (Dekker, 2011, pp. 54–61).

On the island itself the prince was represented by an official combining the offices of
bailiff (baljuw or drossaard) and steward (rentmeester), who was assisted by a substitute
bailiff. Furthermore, each of the three villages had a council of twelve members, known
as the vroedschap, as in parts of the Dutch Republic3, or simply ‘the twelve.’ Every other
year, the citizens of every village – those whom the prince had granted local citizenship
rights – elected the village council. Its twelve members then nominated eight men from
their midst, out of whom the prince picked two burgomasters and two proxies (volmach-
ten). The prince also appointed the bailiff, the substitute bailiff, and most of the lower
officials on the island. The proxies and sometimes the entire village council took care
of the daily business of government in the villages; the proxies also represented the
interests of the islanders vis-à-vis the sovereign. The six burgomasters formed the
court of law (gerecht), under the presidency of the bailiff or his substitute and assisted
by a secretary.

An important source of income for the island society was the right to participate in the
salvage of ships that had stranded on the coast of Ameland. The prince, the island
officials, and the islanders who took part in the salvage all had a right to a reward
equal to a part of the value of the ships and their cargo. The citizens involved in the
salvage were divided into three categories: wagoners, salvors working on the beach,
and salvors working in the warehouses. Every year the citizenry of each of Ameland’s
three villages elected two delegates (gecommitteerden) for each of the categories.
These elections were important events in the island life. The twelve delegates who
oversaw the salvage process received a larger share of the benefits and were looked
upon with respect by the island’s population (Hedendaagsche historie, 1786, vol. 2,
pp. 384–386). After every election, Sorgdrager noted in his Memori Boeck the names of
those who had become the new delegates.

Overall, the prince had extensive powers on the island, but his power was restricted in
the matter of taxation. There were no general taxes on Ameland. Each of the three villages
collected taxes independently and annually contributed resources for the expenses of the
island as a whole according to a quota that the lord established together with delegates
from the village councils (Hedendaagsche historie, 1786, vol. 2, pp. 378–381; Houwink,
1899, ch. 2).
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Island of stability in a sea of storms: 1780–1795

During the 1780s the Dutch Republic came under the spell of the Patriot Revolt, essentially
a series of local revolutions organized from the bottom up by citizens who were, for an
amalgam of reasons, unhappy with the way their communities were governed. These
‘Patriots’ concurred in their discontent about the vast powers of the stadtholder Prince
William V of Orange-Nassau, including the extensive privileges the stadtholder held in
many towns with regards to the appointment of local officeholders (Gabriëls, 1990, ch.
5 and 6). While local communities throughout the Dutch Republic challenged the prero-
gatives of the stadtholder by dismissing local officials, electing their own ‘representatives,’
and designing new government regulations, the prince’s subjects on Ameland had no
such intentions. In 1785 Cornelius Julius van Burmania Rengers, a member of a patrician
family of Frisian origin, arrived on the island to become the new bailiff. The next year a
Dutch Reformed minister accepted a position elsewhere in the stadtholderian domains
and left Ameland. The order the minister maintained when pronouncing blessings
during his farewell sermon, carefully recorded by Sorgdrager, who was present at the
sermon, probably provides the best indication of the hierarchy as it was still perceived
by the inhabitants of the island: mentioned first was the prince, then the prince’s wife
and children, followed by the bailiff and substitute bailiff, the proxies and burgomasters,
and finally the village council (Sorgdrager, 1983, pp. 24–25).

Sorgdrager’s chronicle shows him to be well-informed about the political situation in
the world beyond the island and aware of Ameland’s ambivalent status on this stage.
When referring to the Anglo-Dutch war (1780–84) and Ameland’s attempts to maintain
a politics of neutrality in this conflict, he states that ‘Ameland [is] a free country and
does not belong to the Seven Provinces.’ (Sorgdrager, 1983, p. 11) When writing about
the threat of an invasion by the Habsburg armies from the Austrian Netherlands in
1785, he refers to the Dutch Republic as ‘our republic.’ (Sorgdrager, 1983, p. 18) The
Patriot-Orangist conflict was initially understood by Sorgdrager in the familiar terms of
the conflict between supporters and opponents of a powerful prince of Orange (staatsge-
zinden and prinsgezinden), which had periodically cropped up throughout the Dutch
Republic’s history (Klein, 1995, ch. 7; Sorgdrager, 1983, p. 9, 16, 22, 29). Only in the
month of September 1787, weeks before a Prussian army invaded the Dutch Republic,
broke the resistance of the Patriot movement, and reinvested power in the institution
of the stadtholder, did Sorgdrager make note of a rumor that ‘Patriots’ were on their
way to the island, after which all proxies and burgomasters gathered and declared that
they would be welcomed with muskets, pitchforks, and sticks (Sorgdrager, 1983, p. 30).

Sorgdrager also mentions disagreements between inhabitants of the island and the
new bailiff Burmania, but these conflicts had little to do with the Patriot-Orangist
conflict. Rather, disagreements happened when the inhabitants felt that the status quo
on the island was being challenged. In 1787, inhabitants protested about the number
of hofdiensten, labor services they were legally bound to perform for their sovereign
lord, the bailiff required of them.4

In December 1791, when in the Dutch Republic the Patriot movement had been sup-
pressed and the stadtholderian oligarchy had been fully restored, a more serious
conflict arose, this time between the bailiff and the village councils. At the biannual elec-
tion of the councils, the bailiff insisted in the council meetings of the three villages that the
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traditional nomination of eight of the twelve elected council members would not take
place because, he argued, this procedure had always been a source of conspiracy and dis-
order (Minutes, 1791–1793). Instead he proposed that the prince would henceforth be free
to choose the new proxies and burgomasters not from the eight nominees but from all
twelve members of the village council. The council members did not dare to stand up
against the bailiff during the meetings. However, when Burmania subsequently drafted
a petition to the Domain Council requesting that this change of procedure be approved,
in Hollum only seven members agreed to sign it, while the other five refused (Sorgdrager,
1983, p. 44).

The counter-petition that the five dissenting council members of Hollum in turn sent to
the Domain Council gives insight into their thinking. They argued that since time imme-
morial and at the very least since Ameland had belonged to the House of Orange-
Nassau, it had been the custom to nominate eight members from among the twelve
council members. As village council they represented the body of the citizens, and they
dreaded the judgement of the distinguished citizens of the community, who would
accuse them of giving away civil liberties should they accept this violation of established
privileges. They assured the Domain Council that the citizens of Hollum were satisfied with
the current procedure and begged the Domain Council and the prince to honor their pri-
vileges (Minutes, 1791–1793).

The practice of petitioning the highest political authority for intervention in case of
local conflicts or infringement on traditional rights was widespread in early modern
Europe (Holenstein, 2009, pp. 25–26; Würgler, 2001, pp. 31–32). When treating such auth-
orities as appellate institutions citizens and local authorities granted legitimacy to the
central state. The people of the vrije heerlijkheden and the Generaliteitslanden sent
their petitions directly to their overlords in The Hague – the Domain Council (represent-
ing the Prince of Orange) and the States-General respectively – so even in geographically
and economically peripheral areas such as Ameland, they were more used to interacting
with central government institutions than the inhabitants of the seven provinces consti-
tuting the Dutch confederacy, who appealed to the respective sovereign States in their
provincial capitals.

Early in 1792 a member of the Domain Council came to the island to hear both parties.
This visit resulted in a decree, issued the following November, that the nomination pro-
cedure provisionally remained suspended (Sorgdrager, 1983, p. 46). While preservation
of the status quo was of such importance to the citizens that they did not shy away
from a confrontation with a bailiff to secure their rights, the office of the bailiff was
itself an integral part of the state of affairs they wished to preserve, and their adversary
Burmania became an ally as soon as the status quo faced a more serious threat.

Resisting democracy: 1795–1798

In January 1795 the Dutch Republic was invaded by a French revolutionary army sup-
ported by troops of Patriots. The stadtholderian oligarchy was dismantled, and William
V saw himself forced to go into English exile. In exchange for an indemnity the French
left the government to the Patriots, who had started to call themselves ‘Batavians’ –
after an ancient Germanic tribe – and founded the Batavian Republic (Grijzenhout, van
Sas, & Velema, 2013; Jourdan, 2008; Rutjes, 2012).
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For the inhabitants of the – now former – stadtholderian domains this ‘Batavian Revo-
lution’ inaugurated a period of insecurity about their constitutional status. Their sovereign
lord had left, and the Domain Council was dissolved (Pennings & Schreuder, 1995, pp. 51–
52). In March 1795 officials from the new regime arrived on Ameland from the Frisian
capital Leeuwarden to assess William V’s former possessions. Sorgdrager reports great
anxiety among the islanders because they believed that Ameland would be incorporated
into Friesland (Sorgdrager, 1983, p. 53). It is clear from his writings that he himself, as much
as the other islanders, was struck by the speed with which the world around him was chan-
ging: ‘I would have to write oh so much,’ he wrote six months after the start of the revolu-
tion, ‘if I were to record everything that is currently happening.’5 (Sorgdrager, 1983, p. 57).
At the end of 1795 he concluded that it had been an extraordinary year (Sorgdrager, 1983,
p. 66).

Yet, while food on the island was scarce and the islanders were burdened by the quar-
tering of French and Dutch soldiers, the actual impact of the revolution on the way
Ameland was governed was low when compared to the situation in the former Dutch
Republic, where local rulers were dismissed and new local governments were constituted
by popular vote (e.g. de Bruin, 1986). The bailiff and his substitute remained in office as did
the members of the village councils. In early August the citizens of Hollum were sum-
moned to its Dutch Reformed church where they were addressed by a delegation from
the States-General in The Hague, which had been revolutionized and now provisionally
served as the supreme power in the Batavian Republic. The delegates informed them
that the elections for the village councils would take place at the usual time, but there
would be no nomination procedure and the new council members receiving most
votes would immediately be proclaimed proxies and burgomasters. Furthermore, they
were told that existing laws and regulations as well as the tax system were to remain in
place (Sorgdrager, 1983, pp. 61–62). Sorgdrager noted that all inhabitants of the village
were reassured by this outcome.

Sorgdrager’s report of what had gone on at the village gathering was based on hearsay,
because as a Mennonite he was not allowed to take part. This was another indication that
the revolution on Ameland proceeded at a slower pace than in the Dutch Republic, where
the privileged status of members of the Dutch Reformed Church had formally been abol-
ished in the first months of 1795 (van der Burg, Boels, & Loof, 1994). That Sorgdrager now
enjoyed full citizenship rights as far as the new regime in The Hague was concerned
became clear when he received, toward the end of March 1796, an official letter that he
was considered eligible to take part in the election for the National Assembly. This assem-
bly, which replaced the States-General and can be considered the first modern parliament
in Dutch history (Oddens, 2012), had started its sessions on 1 March. Due to fierce resist-
ance to this new institution in Friesland, the election of deputies from this province had
encountered a delay (Kuiper, 2002, ch. 3). Two months later than elsewhere in the Batavian
Republic, however, elections also came to Ameland, which for administrative purposes
was now considered to be part of Friesland. Sorgdrager, under the impression that a
militia that had arrived on the island shortly before the election was there to force all citi-
zens to vote, went to the Dutch Reformed church where the voting was taking place and,
going by an unusually personal entry in his Memori Boeck, passed the most terrible
moments of his life.
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He describes how, filled with anxiety and unease, he joined others in the church. The
doors were closed, and a guard ‘who was very cruel’ saw to it that no one left, ‘not
even to urinate’6 (Sorgdrager, 1983, pp. 70–72). The procedure was explained, and
when Sorgdrager asked whether something bad would come of it were he to refuse, he
got the ominous reply that he was to await what would happen. They voted twice
through secret ballot and from their midst elected an elector and a substitute elector
who turned out to be among the present proxies and burgomasters. They were to
travel to an electoral college in Friesland. That day Sorgdrager went home, distressed
and with a guilty conscience, because he had taken part in a procedure that he did not
understand out of fear of the consequences of an abstention. Looking back at the
event a few weeks later, he added that the citizens of Hollum considered themselves
‘the unhappiest people,’ because they had been forced to vote against their will7 (Sorgdra-
ger, 1983, p. 72).

The mental state of the citizens of Hollum seems to point to a sense of rupture caused
by revolutionary events. There is, however, another way of looking at their experience. The
citizens of Hollum had undergone a crisis of conscience when they were called to partici-
pate in the elections for the National Assembly. This was not so much due to the fact that
they were now dealing with the political enemies of their former sovereign lord, the
beloved Prince of Orange-Nassau, but because of their strong belief that it was not in
the natural order of things for them to interfere in matters of sovereign power. Once it
had become clear that the National Assembly in The Hague presented itself as the new
supreme power at the national level, the citizens of Hollum, though they declined the prin-
ciples of representative government, in a sense immediately recognized its legitimacy
through their actions. Until 1795, when they were dissatisfied with the way business
was dealt with on the island, inhabitants and local authorities alike had appealed to the
Domain Council by sending a petition. Now, with the Domain Council gone, they contin-
ued to dispatch petitions to The Hague.

In April 1796, Sorgdrager makes mention of a petition being presented in The Hague in
which the village council requested that the quartering of militia members be suspended
(Sorgdrager, 1983, p. 73). In October many citizens from across Ameland signed a petition
to the National Assembly, drawn up this time by bailiff Burmania, in which they com-
plained against the introduction of a customs officer and a number of other ‘novelties.’
The petitioners claimed that they had been a free people since 1400 and reminded the
National Assembly of the promises that had been made to them by delegates from the
States-General the previous year (Dagverhaal, vol. 4, 1796, p. 453; Sorgdrager, 1983,
pp. 77–78). The arguments developed by Burmania and sanctioned by the citizens with
their signatures were not fundamentally different from those employed by the village
councils against Burmania in 1792.

The way the citizens of Hollum conceived of their place in politics did not alter signifi-
cantly even after January 1798, when radicals in the National Assembly staged a coup
d’état with the support of the French ambassador and high-ranking military officers of
the French-Batavian army. The coup was primarily directed against moderate members
of the assembly and those provincial governments that had since 1795 resisted all
attempts to turn the former confederacy of the Seven United Provinces into a unitary
state, as had been the ambition of the radicals from the start of the revolution. The
leaders of the coup installed a regime that pushed through its political agenda by carrying
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out purges on all levels of government (Oddens, 2012, ch. 7 and 8). The first real effect of
the new political wind blowing from The Hague was the imposition of a one-off income tax
of 8 per cent intended to restore the Dutch fleet (Enthoven, 2012). This national tax was
the first of its kind not only on Ameland but also in the rest of the Batavian Republic. In
response, the citizens of Hollum decided in a village meeting to send delegates to The
Hague to present a petition in which they requested to be exempted and listed, as Sorg-
drager put it, ‘the former liberties that we have always had.’ (Sorgdrager, 1983, p. 85)

In early April an agent of the new government arrived on the island. He was shocked by
what he found: ‘On the island of Ameland everything had remained in its old despotic
state […] as if [the revolutions of] 18 January 1795 and 22 January 1798 had not hap-
pened.’ (quoted in Kuiper, 2002, p. 470) After that, things on Ameland were rapidly
brought onto an equal footing with the situation in the rest of the republic. The bailiff Bur-
mania and his substitute were arrested and taken to the mainland. The thirty-six members
of the three village councils, whom the islanders had previously agreed to continue in
office as long as the revolution was going on, were dismissed, and twelve others were pro-
visionally appointed (Sorgdrager, 1983, p. 85). Only two members of this new government
were from Hollum; most of them were from the village of Nes, where support for the new
regime was stronger than elsewhere on the island. The government in The Hague also had
a proclamation posted confirming that Ameland now belonged to the Batavian Republic.
Soldiers planted a liberty tree in Hollum, as had happened throughout the republic three
years earlier. The liberty tree was of great symbolic significance because it served to show
to the villagers that the revolution had prevailed at last. A tree that had been planted by
the first militia that had come to the island in 1795 had been removed by the villagers as
soon as the militia had left (Sorgdrager, 1983, p. 64). This time it was announced that
damaging the tree was a capital crime. Sorgdrager recorded that the entire community
of Hollum – so Dutch Reformed and Mennonite inhabitants alike – refrained from
joining in the festivities that accompanied the planting ceremony, leaving it to soldiers
and ‘young girls from Nes’ to dance around the tree. When a few days later all citizens
were summoned to swear an oath against the stadtholderian oligarchy, no one in
Hollum showed up (Sorgdrager, 1983, pp. 86–87).

Petitioning without end: 1798–1813

The ‘Batavian reign of Terror,’ as the most revolutionary phase of the Batavian Era has been
dubbed (van Sas, 2011), was to be short-lived. Before it was ended by a moderate counter-
coup that took place in June 1798, the radical regime produced and ratified a constitution
based on the principles of unitarism. The newmoderate regime preserved the constitution
and adopted the unitarist agenda of its predecessor, but took the sharpest edges off its
divisive politics. On Ameland the most ardent members of the municipal council were dis-
missed, but the rest stayed on. In August Burmania temporarily returned to the island as
steward of the former possessions of the Prince of Orange-Nassau on Ameland (Sorgdra-
ger, 1983, pp. 90–92). In his Memori Boeck Sorgdrager again turned to writing about food
scarcity, the burdens of quartering, and the dangerous situations local fishermen found
themselves in as a result of the ongoing war with England.

In the summer of 1799 a coalition of British and Russian troops landed near Den Helder
and invaded the northernmost part of the province of Holland (van Uythoven, 1999). On
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Ameland this led to a full counterrevolution. A false rumor that Amsterdam had been
taken by the English and the visit of an agent who claimed to represent the Prince of
Orange were enough to set events in motion on 9 October. In Hollum all citizens wore
orange ribbons and openly rejoiced at the news. The liberty tree was immediately cut
into pieces and festively replaced by an ‘orange tree’ crafted by village women two
days later. A publication was read on behalf on the municipal council in which the sover-
eignty of the Prince of Orange was reconfirmed. It all proved wishful thinking a few weeks
later, when the news arrived that the Anglo-Russian troops were evacuating the Batavian
Republic after an armistice had been signed. The erection of a new liberty tree in early
December led the islanders to conclude that Ameland had returned to the Batavian
Republic (Records, 1799; Sorgdrager, 1983, pp. 104–109).

In the spring of 1800 new taxes on property and income were announced. The islanders
immediately took action and presented a petition to the Representative Body, the succes-
sor to the National Assembly in The Hague, requesting exemption (Oddens, 2015, pp. 263–
270). When this proved of no avail, Sorgdrager himself drew up another petition that was
presented to the municipal council, which was sent on to the newly formed departmental
government of the Eems of which Ameland was now part (Kamphuis, 2005, ch. 2) – the
provinces had ceased to exist as administrative units in 1799 – and finally again to the
Representative Body. When the islanders got no response and instead continued to be
pressed to pay, third and fourth petitions followed soon after that (Petitions, 1801). The
Representative Body finally declined all their requests for exemption in March 1801, and
dispatched a commission to the island that was to enforce payment. Islanders who
were made to pay a fine in addition to overdue taxes responded with a petition of com-
plaint (Sorgdrager, 1983, pp. 114–120).

The recurrent taxations brought great unrest to the island communities, but Sorgdrager
also saw cause for optimism. In 1801 a new coup in The Hague essentially ended the Bata-
vian Revolution, restored the old provinces – a new constitution also stipulated that
Ameland now belonged to the countryside of Friesland, which returned as an administra-
tive entity – and paved the way for the return of erstwhile supporters of the stadtholder
(Alkemade, 2014; Sorgdrager, 1983, p. 121). The liberty tree in Hollum went missing at
night only days after the coup. In the spring of 1802 Sorgdrager still felt that ‘everything
slowly seems to be returning to the old ways of government,’8 but initial hopes that the
prince would return proved illusory (William V was to die in Brunswick in 1806) (Sorgdra-
ger, 1983, p. 124). What was more, the structure of local government continued to be
subject to changes. First an official with the title of drost arrived on the island with a sec-
retary. This official released the municipal council from its duties and appointed a new
council of only two members for the entire island, but then left the island to accept a pos-
ition elsewhere and was not replaced. In 1804 the Frisian government appointed a council
of two burgomasters in each of the three villages (Sorgdrager, 1983, p. 126. 130, 133).

Major institutional shifts at the national level of government followed again in 1805 and
1806. Napoleon tightened his grip on the Dutch state and in April 1805 installed Rutger-
Jan Schimmelpenninck, a former Patriot, as the powerful head of state in a presidential
system (Hagen, 2012). Schimmelpenninck’s regime lasted little over a year but was very
productive in terms of legislative activity. During this year a national tax system was intro-
duced for the first time in the history of the Netherlands (Postma, 2017, ch. 9; van Sas,
2004, p. 301). Sorgdrager writes that ‘ordinances [and] publications were read in great
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numbers with regards to general taxes for the Republic including our Ameland where so
far we have never known such a thing.’9 (Sorgdrager, 1983, pp. 138–139) The burgomas-
ters, though they had received their mandate from authorities on the mainland and no
longer from the citizens, were all the same natives of the island, and they behaved just
like the local officials before them had always behaved: they presented multiple petitions
on behalf of the local community to the supra-local authority they deemed competent in
the matter, in this case the Frisian government, and requested exemption from the ver-
ponding, a land tax that had previously existed in the Dutch Republic – if not on
Ameland – and was maintained in the new tax system.10 When none of their requests
were granted, the six burgomasters of the three villages called a meeting with represen-
tatives of the three local communities and decided that a new petition was to be drawn up
and presented to Schimmelpenninck in The Hague (Sorgdrager, 1983, pp. 138–139).

Schimmelpenninck handed the matter over to the Frisian government’s audit chamber,
but though this was chaired by Ameland’s former bailiff Burmania, the islanders never
heard of their petition again. The pressure to pay the verponding intensified after Napoleon
had replaced Schimmelpenninck with his brother Louis, who was proclaimed king of the
newly created Kingdom of Holland (van der Burg, 2010; Jourdan, 2010). In addition to men-
tioning the land tax, which all citizens continued to refuse to pay, Sorgdrager writes about
the poverty on the island and the islanders’ fear of forced conscription, a particularly press-
ing issue among the non-arms-bearing Mennonite community. In the autumn of 1806
their worries proved justified when the citizenry was summoned to gather in the school
and volunteers for the army were called for, while it was announced that more coercive
measures would be taken should a sufficient number of volunteers fail to present them-
selves (Forrest, 1989; Sorgdrager, 1983, p. 142; van der Spek, 2016). When indeed no Ame-
landers enrolled, the burgomasters were made to understand that the island would have
to contribute thirteen men. They responded by calling citizens of the different local com-
munities to Ballum for an island gathering, which decided to dispatch a delegation to the
mainland to request an exemption. Another delegation was commissioned to once again
ask for exemption from the verponding and present their request directly to the king. This
time the islanders had a petition drawn up by a professional scribe (Sorgdrager, 1983,
p. 149). The delegation traveled with the petition to the Loo palace in the east of the
kingdom, where Louis Napoleon resided at that moment, but they were not granted
access to the king himself and ended up handing their petition to his master of requests
instead.

Both requests for exemption were promptly denied, but the islanders were only really
put to the test from 1810 on, when Napoleon, after having incorporated the Kingdom of
Holland into his own Empire, confronted them with a much more pro-active adminis-
tration than his brother had been able or willing to impose (Joor, 2000; Verheijen, 2017,
ch. 7–9). Sorgdrager’s entries during the three years of incorporation display a constant
tone of pessimism and despair. They are dominated by the forced conscription of ever
more and younger men; the frequent visits of customs officers who raided the houses
of the islanders in search of contraband and arrested the smugglers; and the escalating
conflict over the land tax: a first tax collector was threatened and left the island, but a
second collector came with police officers whom he quartered in the houses of those
still resisting until they finally gave in. ‘Oh how we are living dark times these days,’ Sorg-
drager summarized the situation at the end of 1811, ‘there is no money to be made, our
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children are being forced to fight, foodstuffs are expensive and there is no prospect of
improvement.’ (Sorgdrager, 1983, p. 162)

The persistence of local republicanism: 1813 and after

When change finally did come, it took the islanders by surprise, but it did not take them
long to respond (cf. Uitterhoeve, 2013). On 17 November 1813 word reached Ameland,
falsely it would later turn out, that the principal northern towns Groningen and Leeuwar-
den had been taken by the Prussians. Immediately people took to the streets singing Oran-
gist songs and the church bells were rung. Sorgdrager thanked and praised the Lord for
their salvation. A few days later local youngsters planted a tree that symbolized the
House of Orange. This happened at a moment when it was by no means clear, not
even in Amsterdam or The Hague, that the Orange family would return to power.
Almost a month passed before it was officially announced on the island that Willem Fre-
derick, the late stadtholder’s son, had arrived in the province of Holland and agreed to take
upon himself the sovereignty of a new kingdom of the Netherlands. A strong indication
that the islanders saw the founding of the Kingdom of the Netherlands through the con-
ceptual lens of the old regime can be found in the fact that only a week later local officials
from the island traveled to the prince in The Hague to reclaim, as Sorgdrager reported
from hear-say, ‘our old liberties.’ (Sorgdrager, 1983, pp. 170–171).

I found no traces of this request, but we might be able to get a faithful impression of
the message conveyed in it by looking at a petition that was drawn up six months later
in the county of Buren, in the center of the kingdom. The situation of Buren was in many
respects comparable to that of Ameland. Buren and Ameland had about the same
number of inhabitants (www.volktellingen.nl). Like Ameland, Buren had been one of
the autonomous free seigneuries that recognized for their lord stadtholder William V,
who held the title count of Buren. During the 1780s both the Amelanders and the Bur-
enaars had overwhelmingly rejected the Patriot movement.11 Moreover, whereas during
the Batavian revolution Ameland had been incorporated into Friesland against the will of
the islanders, the inhabitants of Buren had fruitlessly resisted the annexation of their
county by the province of Gelderland. In June 1814 two citizens claiming to speak on
behalf of almost the entire community of Buren presented to the Sovereign Prince
William Frederick (as was his official title at the time) a petition in which they requested
that

the established county of Buren and its citizens be reinstated in their old and lawful rights and
privileges, give them back their own government and local rulers, and that everything be
restored to its former state, such as it was before the ill-fated year 1795, so that the citizens
may respire again under the much-prayed-for sovereign rule of Your Royal Highness. (van
Schilfgaarde, 1935, p. 274)

The monarch responded that he could not grant the request of the citizens of Buren
because this would go against the new constitution, which united the entire Dutch
people under one government, while adding that he would, ‘in light of the longstanding
relations between the country of Buren and His ancestors, gladly take their objections [sic]
into consideration as much as the makeup of the state allows for.’12 (quoted in van Schilf-
gaarde, 1935, p. 275).
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It seems safe to assume that his subjects on Ameland received a similar answer. Perhaps
more so than in the case of Buren, the monarch was also in a position to accommodate the
Amelanders. In 1815 King William I (as had become his title a month earlier) sent to the
island a member of a patrician family originating from Gelderland whose noble status
had been confirmed in the new kingdom. Walraven Robert Jacob Dirk, baron of Heecke-
ren, who at a young age had been page to stadtholder Willem V, was appointed grietman
of Ameland. The office of grietman was new to the island of Ameland, but it had a long
history in the province of Friesland, where grietmannen had held administrative and
legal powers since the Middle Ages (Eekhoff, 1848). To the islanders the new official
title meant little; Sorgdrager simply penned in his Memori boeck that ‘our new steward
(“rentmeester”) […] has arrived on the island.’ (Sorgdrager, 1983, p. 174) The Van Heecke-
ren family would remain on the island until 1894, when the third baron in succession, by
that time holding the title of burgemeester, was finally replaced.13

In the perception of the islanders much else seems to have returned to its old state as
well. In December 1814 new delegates overseeing the marine salvage were elected by the
citizens of Ameland’s three villages, something that, as Sorgdrager pointed out, ‘had not
been done for some years’; the previous time it took place seems to have been in 1807
(Sorgdrager, 1983, p. 173, 146). The reprise of this old practice is a good example of the
persistence of local republicanism in the new Kingdom of the Netherlands. The election
was a local event in which members of the island community were united; it was a signifi-
cant event in the life of the islanders because the salvage was crucial to the island
economy, and those entrusted with the responsibility of serving as a delegate conse-
quently enjoyed a position of status in the island society. It was a democratic practice
that continued regardless of the form of government, with the exception of the short inter-
val during the Napoleonic years. It long preceded and outlasted the Batavian type of repre-
sentative democracy, which the islanders rejected. It also survived the coming of the
centralized restoration monarchy under King William I, as is testified by the very last sen-
tence of Sorgdrager’s Memori Boeck, written two months before his death: ‘On 13 June
1826 new delegates have been elected here, but they have remained the same.’14 (Sorg-
drager, 1983, p. 192)

Conclusion

In 1803 Cornelis Sorgdrager painted a dramatic picture of the situation the people of
Ameland found themselves in. They worried that conscription would be imposed on
the islanders to man the warships that were preparing for an expedition to England. Mean-
while the English had lined up a great number of ships off the Dutch coast. The local
fishermen sailed out with immense fear of being captured. Food had become unafford-
able, and diseases afflicted the island, claiming many victims. Sorgdrager ended this
entry with the statement that ‘we nor our ancestors haven’t even come close to ever
experiencing times such as the times that we are now living.’15 (Sorgdrager, 1983,
pp. 130–131) It is precisely statements of this type that have long been taken as evidence
for the supposition that around 1800 the unsettling experience of the political revolution
and the disruptive effects of the revolutionary wars caused people to feel for the first time
in history that they were once and for all cut off from their own pasts. We now understand
that this is too schematic a view. Experiences of rupture as recorded by Sorgdrager are not
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unique for people living in the period around 1800, nor do they necessarily indicate a per-
manent state of consciousness (Pollmann, 2017; Pollmann & Kuijpers, 2013).

This does not alter the fact that the Netherlands, over the course of four decades, made
a profound transition from a confederacy of local administrative units to a centralized
monarchy. This contribution has attempted to provide a microhistorical perspective on
how this transition was experienced, taking into account both perceptions and actions.
The example of the inhabitants of the village of Hollum on the island of Ameland
shows that for a local community with a strong attachment to the hierarchical order of
the old regime, political novelties such as national elections and the extension of citizen-
ship rights, introduced against the backdrop of food scarcity, the burdens of quartering,
and intimidation, could indeed be experienced as deeply distressing. The people of
Hollum reacted by turning away from all things new in the sphere of politics. After the
highly traumatic experience they had undergone at the occasion of the elections for
the National Assembly in 1796, no one or only a handful of citizens appeared at later
moments of democratic participation, such as elections for subsequent legislative assem-
blies or referendums about draft constitutions. When national feasts were organized (Grij-
zenhout, 1989), the inhabitants of Hollum abstained from taking part and left the stage
entirely to members of the militia that were quartered in their village.

The nonparticipation of (almost) the entire village community shows that this attitude
should not – or at least not only – be seen in the context of the Mennonite tradition of
political non-involvement. More in general, Mennonitism and revolutionary enthusiasm
were certainly not mutually exclusive around 1800. Mennonites in the Dutch Republic
did not refrain from actively taking part in the various phases of the Dutch revolution,
and were often even at the forefront of it (e.g. Kuiper, 1973; Kuiper, 2006; Oddens,
2010; Van Cleave, 2014; cf. also Urry, 2006) While the Mennonites present on Ameland
belonged to more conservative branches that disapproved of those challenging the exist-
ing social and political order, they had this in common with most of the Dutch Reformed
islanders (and also with more homogeneously Dutch Reformed communities such as the
county of Buren). The status quo on Ameland entailed the Mennonites’ exclusion from the
sphere of formal politics, but not a stance of political non-involvement on their part. As a
Mennonite community leader and role model, Sorgdrager discussed politics and partici-
pated in activities that aimed to defend the ‘old liberties’ of the community; he was the
author, for instance, of at least one petition.

The inhabitants of Hollum rejected representative government in the new, national way
it was now conceived. To them political representation happened on the level of local gov-
ernment – as it had since time immemorial – or not at all. The paradox here is that while
they refused to have any part in the new form of government by participating in its new
rituals, they did grant legitimacy to the subsequent new regimes by resorting to the older
ritual of petitioning. They were not indifferent to the new nation state (Zahra, 2010)
because they actively engaged with its institutions. The legislative assemblies of the Bata-
vian Republic and the French-born king of the Kingdom of Holland, however, represented
to them what the Stadtholder-Prince of Orange-Nassau and his domain council had rep-
resented under the old regime: a supra-local sovereign authority that served as an appel-
late institution for local conflicts and that had the power to rule as it saw fit.

Knowing the outcome of the process of state formation that took place around 1800,
one is easily led to conclude that the citizens of Ameland were missing the very point
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of the political transformations they were confronted with when they continued to petition
for exemption from national taxes and other novelties. It is tempting to discard their
actions as an aberration and to consider the many Dutch – and European – citizens who
appeared more sympathetic to change to be more in tune with the times. It is true that
Ameland was an island with an unusual constitutional status. Yet, even if we accept that
Ameland presents us with an exceptional case, this case does invite us to think, in
general, more carefully about the meanings that ordinary citizens attributed to sudden
institutional changes around 1800. From a distance it is easy to see how profound these
changes were at the level of (central) government, but we still have little understanding
of the extent to which their horizons of expectation enabled ordinary people at the periph-
ery to really fathom the novelty of the new institutions as they were being introduced.

One possible scenario suggested here was that citizens continued to see the nature of
political authority, citizen-ruler relationships, and practices such as elections and petition-
ing very much in old-regime terms. They continued to conceive of new forms of govern-
ment and new types of officials, whatever their titles and formal powers, in terms of their
old-regime predecessors. They consequently experienced the introduction of new insti-
tutions as less profound ruptures than we might expect, not least because the new
officials who constituted the new forms of government on the local level were usually
themselves native citizens. Their institutional memory, which prescribed that they were
to promote the interests of the islanders and to act, for instance, as intermediaries
between the local communities and the supra-local authorities when a petition was
drawn up, outweighed directives and instructions that were to turn them into civil servants
of the state.

Notes

1. The original manuscript rests in the Regional Archives of Northeast-Friesland in Dokkum, but I
have used a modern edition published in 1983 on the island of Ameland, where Sorgdrager
belongs to the collective memory and where his house has even been turned into a museum.

2. For instance, in an ambitious multi-volume ethnographical book series that continued to be
published throughout the eighteenth century Ameland figured in the volume about Friesland:
Hedendaagsche historie, 1786, vol. 2, pp. 349–395.

3. See Prak (1994), van Nierop (1997), on the structure of local government in the Dutch Republic.
4. The labor services were also at the heart of the Patriot-Orangist conflict in some rural areas of

the Dutch Republic, but there it was the custom of the labor service as such that was attacked:
Te Brake (1977, pp. 20–21), Dekker (2011, pp. 108–110).

5. ‘Ja heel veel soude ik moeten schrijven als ik alles wat tans gebeurt zou aannoteren.’
6. Entry 30 March: ‘wat een benautheid intussen er liep een schilwagt bij de kerk die zeer wreet

was, met een banjenet of snaphaan, de kerke deur wiert gesloten en niemand mogte er uit
nog in’. Entry 14 April: ‘Erinnere mij nog, hoe beangst men daar was met besloten deuren,
de representant zijde dat niemand mogte er uit selfs niet te wateren, dat zou hij in de kerk
moeten doen.’

7. ‘Zo waren wij de ongelukkigste mensen, zo dat wij waren gedrongen om te stemmen.’
8. ‘Alles komt zo langzamerhand zo het schijnt tot de vorig wijs van regeering’.
9. ‘zijn alhier ordinantien publicatien in hoe veel heit afgelesen strekkende tot een algemeene

belastingen van de Republijk en ook van dit ons Eijland Ameland daar wij tot heden toe,
voor desen nooit van geweeten hebben.’

10. See on the position of native public officials vis-à-vis the French central state in other parts of
Napoleonic Europe: Rowe (1998), Rowe (1999), Joor (2000), Forrest (2003), Broers (2005).
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11. In 1787, at the height of the Patriot-Orangist conflict, 640 citizens of Buren sent the stadtholder
a petition in which they expressed their loyalty to him: Veerman (1987).

12. ‘zal echter uit hoofde der veeljarige betrekkingen tusschen het Land van Buren en Hoogstdes-
zelfs voorvaders, gaarne op der Rekwestranten bezwaren regard slaan en hun, zoo veel de
gesteldheid van den Staat toelaat, tegemoet komen.’

13. See for other examples of such local ruling ‘dynasties’ on the Dutch countryside during the
nineteenth century Dekker (2011, p. 72), de Bruin (2011, p. 302).

14. ‘Den 13 Junij zijn hier nieuwe Commiteerde gestemt maar dezelve gebleven.’
15. ‘wij nog onse voorouderen zulke tijden als wij nu hebben op verre na noijt beleeft hebben.’
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