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At the end of the sixteenth century, the Dutch Republic developed a trade empire of
global proportions. The Dutch government played a substantial role in building and
sustaining merchant enterprises by allowing chartered companies to act on its behalf.
In the Mediterranean, however, the authorities relied on a variety of commercial-
diplomatic agents to promote commerce. This article argues that Dutch consuls
in the western Mediterranean transformed from merchant-consuls into state-
representatives and played a crucial role in sustaining diplomatic relations with
states in the Maghreb. By comparing the conditions under which consuls liberated
captives in Algiers and Morocco during the first half of the seventeenth century, the
article examines how consuls continuously had to adjust their mission to the interests
of different institutions and individuals. The article concludes that the expansion of
Dutch global commerce in the Mediterranean did not evolve according to a standard
script but in consuls’ interactions with local conditions and customary practices. The
article contributes to the NewDiplomatic History that emphasizes how successful diplo-
matic relations in the early modern world depended on a range of different diplomatic
actors who created forms of state diplomacy beyond treaty making and alliances.
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At the end of the sixteenth century, the Dutch Republic developed a global trade
empire by establishing trading posts as far north as Russia and as far east as Asia. The
Dutch government played a substantial role in building and sustaining these
merchant enterprises by creating chartered companies, such as the East India
Company in the Indies, and allowing them to act on its behalf.1 In theMediterranean,
however, the government had to find subtler ways to offer support, because existing
commercial-diplomatic networks pre-empted the need for a trade company.2 In the
Ottoman Empire, the sultan regulated commercial-diplomatic traffic with European
states through capitulations, a set of privileges that allowed them to trade in the
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Levant, invest an ambassador in Istanbul, and appoint consuls to oversee local
merchant communities. When sultan Ahmed I granted the Republic capitulations
in 1612, the Dutch Estates General quickly appointed consuls throughout the
Ottoman Empire.3 Thus, whereas the Estates General relied on chartered companies
like the Dutch East India Company to spread Dutch commerce to other parts of the
world, in theMediterranean the Estates General relied primarily on consuls and other
commercial diplomats.

In narratives on establishing Dutch global commerce, consuls in the western half
of the Mediterranean have received little attention.4 Piracy, or the corso, plagued the
entire Mediterranean but particularly boomed in the western half where the trade in
stolen goods and the ransoming of captives circulated and prospered from the shores
of southern Europe to North Africa. Countless Muslims, Jews, and Christians,
including thousands of Dutchmen, fell prey to corsairs.5 To negotiate their release
and the restitution of confiscated goods, the Estates General appointed twenty-eight
consuls to Algiers, Tunis, Tripoli and Morocco between 1616 and 1686.6 These
consuls maintained treaties, assisted merchants, and acted as conduits of information
especially, but not exclusively, on commercial matters. In the absence of a joint-stock
company or resident ambassador, they became the representatives of the Republic to
protect and promote the Dutch merchant community throughout the Mediterranean.7

The dependence of the Dutch authorities on consuls allows us to understand how
“lesser” diplomats forged and sustained commercial relationships in the early modern
world. Scholars of the New Diplomatic History emphasise how successful diplomatic
relations depended on more than resident ambassadors alone. Rather, they contend,
a range of different diplomatic actors created forms of state diplomacy beyond
treaty making and alliances.8 Similarly, I argue that Dutch consuls in the western
Mediterranean transformed from merchant-consuls into state-representatives in the
early 1600s and thus became part of the emerging Dutch commercial-diplomatic
network in the Mediterranean. In particular, I compare the conditions under which
consuls redeemed slaves in Algiers on the one hand andMorocco on the other during
the first half of the seventeenth century. Captivity challenged the sovereignty of the
Dutch empire which, like England, rested on the dominion of the seas to sustain its
global maritime commerce. Crewmembers formed the driving force behind Dutch
maritime enterprises and their redemption was essential to ensure the continuation of
trade in the Mediterranean.9 To bestow consuls with the task of liberating them
reinforced the importance of consuls in their capacity as state representatives.

A comparison between the redemptive practices of consuls in Algiers and Tunis on
the one hand and Morocco on the other demonstrates the fluid and unpredictable
ways in which early modern diplomatic networks evolved. The lack of strong states in
the seventeenth-century Mediterranean allowed for the interplay among many
different institutions, groups, and individuals in shaping and re-shaping the office of
consul in ways that the Estates General did not always anticipate. By the end of the
sixteenth century, the trade and sales of captives in the Mediterranean had grown
exponentially into what some historians consider commercialized redemption.
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An extensive network of redemptive orders, civic institutions, and individual media-
tors emerged to mediate the release of Christian and Muslim captives alike.10 Ran-
soming prisoners of war was the norm. The Estates General, however, refused to pay
ransom because it did not want to be financially responsible for redeeming slaves.11 It
therefore instructed consuls to demand the unconditional release of captives instead.

An examination of the tenure of Wijnant Keyser, the first consul in Algiers and
Tunis (1616-1625), reveals that this policy failed. The Tunisian ruler Yusuf Dey
(r. 1610-1637) and the government of Algiers, especially cadi ‘Ali and the diwan, a
military council, expected that the consul like his French counterpart would pay for
the release of captives and not claim them for free.12 Pressured by local rulers and
driven by his own conscience, Keyser disobeyed his instructions and began to ransom
captives. He thus redefined his mission by adjusting to local customs or rather, as
many Dutch captains suggested, by being complicit in the ‘robbery’ practices of the
pirate republics. The position of consuls in Morocco offers another example of how
different forces shaped the consular corps. Here, too, consuls had to demand the
liberation of slaves for free. However, an alliance between the Sa’dian dynasty and
the Republic rested on the export of Dutch arms to Morocco and encouraged
Moroccan agents to exchange captives for war material. A thriving trade in arms thus
prevented consuls from claiming the unconditional release of captives. The situation
changed when the alliance collapsed. Facing an increased number of captives, the
Estates General consented in 1651 to ransom captives and, in 1657/58 gave consuls
the sole right to do so.13 The redefinedmission of the consuls reflected how the Estates
General had radically changed its policies. It no longer insisted on the unconditional
release of slaves but instead adapted Mediterranean practices of ransom. The
continuous adjustments of the consul’s mission to the interests of different institutions
and individuals during the first half of the seventeenth century thus illustrates that the
expansion of Dutch global commerce evolved, at least in the Mediterranean, in close
interaction with local conditions and customary practices.

From Merchant-Consul to State Representative

In the late medieval Mediterranean, consuls were not commissioned by the state, but
selected by a nation of merchants abroad to represent their community and handle
legal disputes. These nations developed mostly in the Levant, where Venetian
merchants and consuls had a long history of trading and negotiating with the
Ottomans.14 Initially, Flemish-Dutch merchant communities in Italy and the Levant
also selected their own consuls. Around 1600, however, the Estates General made
mercantile interests an affair of state rather than the private business of local
merchants. Supported by the capitulations and upon request of Amsterdam
merchants, the government founded a string of new consulates throughout the
eastern Mediterranean and replaced the existing merchant-consuls in Aleppo, Genoa
and Smyrna with state-appointed ones beginning around 1612.15 The intervention of
the Dutch authorities reveals that the government considered consuls a vital
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component in consolidating and expanding trade opportunities in the eastern
Mediterranean. By turning consuls into state-representatives, the Estates General
sent a strong message to Dutch nations in the Mediterranean that the prerogative to
select consuls was no longer theirs but the Republic’s.

The newly appointed Dutch consuls in the Levant joined Venetian, English, and
French consuls. They, too, represented their home government in one way or the
other. The relationship between Dutch consuls and the state, in this case the Estates
General, mostly resembled the Venetian situation. Venetian consuls were formally
appointed by the Venetian Senate. From 1583 onwards their appointment also
required the consent of the Cinque Savii, the Venetian board of trade. The English
Crown granted the Levant Company in London in 1605 the right to appoint consuls.
In Algiers, Tunis, Tripoli and Salé, however, the Crown appointed the consuls
directly. For most of the seventeenth century, French consuls could buy their office
and possessed the right to farm out the consulate. In all cases, commercial and
political institutions in Europe supported the tenure of consuls in the Mediterranean
to represent their interests.16

French and English consuls also resided in the Maghreb starting from 1565 and
1584 respectively, but the Republic initially hesitated to appoint consuls in Algiers
and Tunis.17 Normalised trade relations between Europe and North Africa hardly
existed. Maghrebian merchants, for example, were not allowed to trade in European
ports and they found it increasingly difficult to compete with English and Dutch
commerce.18 Hence, in the Islamic west corsairing and the capture of Christians
emerged as retaliation and compensation for diminished trade opportunities. The
corso attracted numerous renegades but simultaneously deterred many European
merchants from establishing organized trade communities in the Mahgreb.19 The
absence of nations in especially Algiers and Tunis thus explains why the Estates
General could not justify the appointment of consuls there.

The captivity of Dutch subjects, however, soon forced the Estates General to change
its policies. In 1596, the first known reports about Dutch captives reached the Estates
General. In 1609 about twenty-five sailors were reportedly held inMorocco and in 1611,
about one hundred in Tunis.20With a few exceptions, themajority of these captives came
from villages and towns in Holland and Zeeland, two coastal provinces that dominated
Dutch naval and commercial traffic.21 Most participated in the trade with the
Mediterranean, the so-called Straatvaart, and laboured on merchant vessels as sailors,
cabin boys, cooks, carpenters, rope makers and surgeons. Some were seized on their way
to theWest Indies, like Cornelis Stout and his family. Once captured, prisoners were sold
and put to work in Algiers, Tunis, Tripoli, Salé, or Tetuan. They built public works,
served in imperial or domestic households, or performed administrative work.22 Escape
or manumission offered a few captives the road to freedom.Most prisoners of war in the
Mediterranean, however, whether it concerned ‘Uthman ibn Qasim from Algiers or
Joost Prins from Amsterdam, had to pay ransom in order to be liberated.23

Like most prisoners of war in the Mediterranean, the average Dutch captive had
no financial means to buy his freedom. Sailors’ wages were insufficient to cover
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the expenses and so, too, were the Seamen’s Funds established in several towns in the
Republic to insure sailors against the risk of captivity.24 Like thousands of other
English and French prisoners in the Mediterranean, Dutch captives were dependent
on the aid of family and local institutions to raise money and arrange their
liberation.25 Relatives and local authorities, however, hardly had the financial means
to support the requests. Hence, captives and their families addressed the highest
political authorities in the Republic. Between 1611 and 1633, they frequently
petitioned the Prince of Orange and the Estates General for help.26 Magistrates of
town councils, too, sought the intervention of the Estates General in liberating
captives. In 1621, the town of Schiedam offered the Estates General fifty guilders
per captive, seemingly for once, because it warned that from there on “wives or
friends of the prisoners, as is possible within their powers, will have to leave the
town unburdened.”27 Likewise, Hoorn and Leiden requested the Estates General
in 1633 to liberate their captives.28 In other words, local authorities pressured the
highest political bodies in the Republic to help them liberate citizens.

Although the Estates General believed that redemption was an affair of the marine
and did not want to take financial responsibility for ransoming captives, it none-
theless recognized the dire situation of captives.29 It therefore began to intervene,
legally supported by the capitulations that offered the Dutch to claim the gratis
release of captives throughout the Ottoman Empire.30 To what extent the Ottomans
believed this could truly happen, remains a question. Ambassador Haga in Istanbul,
for example, dispatched two dragomans to North Africa, Giacomo Belegno in 1612
and Efraim Abensanchio in 1615, to demand the freedom of all Dutch captives. To
show goodwill, Algerian and Tunisian officials returned some captives, but refused
to hand them all over and abide by the capitulations.31 The 1615 expedition under
command of Hillebrant Geerbrantsz Quast, commander of five war ships, yielded
similar disappointing results. Quast and his fellow negotiator Jan Pellecoren left
Algiers empty-handed.32 Yusuf Dey of Tunis ordered the release of some Dutch
captives and confirmed his reputation as a generous ruler. But he, too, dismissed the
capitulations.33

The failure of Haga’s missions and the naval expedition of Quast and Pellecoren
convinced the Estates General to seek another solution, namely to dispatch a consul
to Algiers and Tunis. Yusuf Dey was key in extending the Dutch consular corps into
the Maghreb. Already in 1613, Haga reported that Yusuf Dey, then waiting in
Istanbul for transportation to North Africa, had recommended that a consul be
dispatched to the Maghreb because “the authority of the consul should give corsairs
more respect for [the Dutch Republic]; if no one is there to reclaim the stolen goods
and to protect the citizens of your High and Mightinesses, it would not be possible to
abolish pirate attacks on [Dutch ships].”34 In other words, Yusuf Dey argued that a
consul would have the authority to mediate the restitution of seized goods and the
liberation of slaves. The advice of Yusuf Dey and Mediterranean customs impelled
Haga to recommend establishing a consulate in North Africa.35 Thus, in 1616 the
Estates General selected Wijnant Keyser as the first Dutch consul in Algiers and Tunis
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“to defend and protect”Dutch subjects from the “sea robbers.” It also instructed him to
demand the unconditional release of more than 130 captives held there.36 Keyser’s
arrival in August 1616 heralded the expansion of the Dutch commercial-diplomatic
network into theMaghreb. Because Keyser was the first recognized state representative
on behalf of the Republic to reside in Algiers and Tunis, it alsomarked the beginning of
Dutch relations with Algiers and Tunis.

Redemption in Algiers and Tunis

Soon after Keyser gave his credentials to cadi ‘Ali and took office, he realized the
obstacles in demanding the gratis release of captives. He had entered a world in which
ransoming slaves was the norm and numerous redeemers populated the streets of
Algiers. Throughout the early modern period, friars from Iberia and France, for
example, arrived with funds to negotiate the release of thousands of Catholic
captives, while the cadi on Malta mediated the release of Muslim slaves there.37

French consuls similarly partook in the practice, ransoming prisoners in the eastern
and westernMediterranean.38 The diwan of Algiers also expected the consul to adjust
to the practices of the western Mediterranean and ransom captives; its members, the
janissaries (Ottoman soldiers) made great profits of the ransoming proceeds.39

Shortly after Keyser’s arrival, janissaries physically threatened the consul to
comply. The cadi even paid the consul a visit at night. Under these circumstances,
Keyser disobeyed his instructions and agreed to a separate agreement with ‘Ali to
ransom captives instead.40 Upon learning of the accord, the Estates General quickly
ordered ambassador Haga in Istanbul to undo the treaty and have Algiers and Tunis
abide by the capitulations. Despite Haga’s successful intervention in May 1617,41

Keyser nonetheless proceeded to ransom slaves. In addition, he demanded their
gratis release. In winter 1616, for example, he asked and received fifteen slaves for
free in Tunis. Also, conform his instructions that allowed him to appoint a consul in
Tunis, Keyser selected Gasparo van Aeken and ordered him to demand the uncon-
ditional release of slaves there. Again, Yusuf Dey’s generosity was at display when he
gave Van Aeken seven captives and allowed him to ransom one young captive. In this
manner, the consuls reportedly liberated more than 104 captives and sent them back
home between fall 1616 and July 1617 on Dutch warships.42

Caught between the instructions of the Estates General to demand the gratis
release of captives and the expectations ofMaghrebian officials that he would ransom
them, Keyser walked a thin line between commerce, redemption, and corruption.
Consuls hardly received a proper income and were frequently in debt.43 Keyser
appeared to have operated in similar circumstances. The Estates General allowed the
consul to levy three-percent consular fees in Algiers and Tunis.44 But these consular
rights were hardly sufficient to make a living, let alone ransom captives. Keyser,
though, found other ways to generate revenue. His brother Isaac ran a business and
supplied the family income. Like French consuls in the Levant who used their notary
powers to find extra compensation, Keyser also made use of his consular office by
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charging higher percentages in fees and demanding extra taxes.45 In addition, money
that captains deposited with him for safekeeping was at his disposal and towns in the
Republic reimbursed his ransom expenses with credit letters. Finally, he pawned his
goods to settle debts.46 Keyser thus took great financial risks to liberate captives and
care for them.

Merchants, however, were very critical of his actions. They accused him of trading
illegally, even though he went to great lengths to accommodate the interests of the
Dutch merchant community. But, as Sadok Boubaker observes, those involved in the
redemption process always made a profit.47 With this in mind, merchant Jacob Mille
linked the question of Keyser’s morality to the conditions in North Africa.
Algiers and Tunis were such “godless” centres of piracy and mischief, Mille
contended, that to participate in any of their illegal practices inevitably corrupted a
Christian; he would have to “set aside the fear of God and a good conscience and
become brothers and companions of the robbers.”48 In other words, to turn a profit or
even to make a living one had to cooperate with North Africans and even acquiesce in
their methods. Critics accused Keyser and his brother of doing precisely that.
If Dutch captains refused to pay the higher consular fees Keyser demanded,
Mille contended, then the corsairing community confiscated their vessel and cargo.
Keyser’s brother, Isaac, subsequently bought and resold the goods.49 Mille thus
accused Keyser of abusing his office, collaborating with the corsairs, and, in the
process, undermining “national” trade interests; all for his own benefit. Although
Mille might have had his own reasons to criticize the consul’s actions (he would later
be nominated but not selected to become consul in Algiers), his allegations reveal
how the consul’s meager financial circumstances forced him to find alternative ways
to raise his income.50

Ironically, Keyser blamed Mille and others of immoral behaviour too. Keyser
believed captains had a moral duty to take care for enslaved crews, especially since
the Estates General had forbidden him to ransom captives. When captains ignored
the plight of their tafelbroeders (comrades), the consul felt it was morally right to
assist enslaved crews and ask captains to contribute to his expenses. Captains refused
to pay him extra because they falsely assumed, Keyser wrote, that he was paid by the
Estates General and that he sought to make a profit at their expense.51 Thus, Keyser
implied, Mille and captains acted on ill will and ignorance. Keyser had chosen to
ransom slaves against his orders, because he feared that otherwise captives would
convert to Islam and “become renegades and robbers.”52 Thus, whereas regents in
The Hague considered captivity a commercial-maritime problem, Keyser sincerely
believed that liberating slaves was a Christian act of charity and the exact means
assumed lesser importance.53 He would later be appalled to learn that the Dutch
authorities had retained his bills of exchange at the request of captains and others
involved in these exchanges because they claimed that Keyser had forced them to pay
for the care of their crews.54

By disobeying his instructions and complying to local practices of ransoming
captives, Keyser had reshaped his mission. He obviously did not meet the
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expectations of regents in The Hague. Fearful that the Republic would be held
financially responsible for liberating captives, the Estates General instructed captain
Quast in summer 1617 to set sail to Algiers and request the restitution of stolen goods
and the unconditional release of captured Dutch sailors. Regents also ordered Keyser
to assist Quast and strictly forbade him to pay for the release of slaves.55 Quast,
however, failed to reach a compromise. On his way back to the Republic, he captured
and killed eighty-one corsairs and made war with Algiers inevitable.56 In the ensuing
years, great losses on the Dutch side showed the strength of the North African
corsairs. In the years 1619/1620 alone, their commanders seized eighty-eight Dutch
merchant vessels and increased the number of captives to 300 while the Dutch navy
captured only two corsairing ships.57 The Estates General thus realized that it could
no longer expect its representatives to force Maghrebian officials to abide by the
capitulations and release slaves for free. In 1622, it dispatched extraordinary
ambassador Cornelis Pijnacker to the Maghreb to negotiate peace.58 By concluding
separate treaties with Algiers and Tunis, the Republic acknowledged their indepen-
dent position within the Ottoman Empire. No longer could the Dutch claim the
liberation of captives based on the capitulations; they now had to do so through
international accords. Unfortunately for the Dutch, the one with Algiers only
arranged an exchange of captives and the one with Tunis did not spend a word on
redemption.59 The policies of the Estates General to demand the unconditional
release of captives had thus failed.

More importantly, Keyser’s consulate also raised questions about the financing
and practicality of consuls in North Africa. Keyser’s inability to halt corsairing
attacks on Dutch merchant vessels had prompted Amsterdam merchants in 1625 to
establish the Directorate of the Levant Trade and Navigation in the Mediterranean
Sea.60 The Directorate neither traded on its own account nor had shareholders. It
functioned instead as a platform for merchants that oversaw all commercial and
diplomatic affairs in the Mediterranean. The directors, however, would not resolve
the funding of the consulates.

In 1623, the Estates General had begun to raise lastgelden, a tax on cargo bound for
the Mediterranean, in order to finance Dutch commercial-diplomatic enterprises in the
Levant. The orders of 1627 and 1630 stipulated that the taxes also paid for the expenses
of consuls inNorthAfrica; probably in response to a proposal of the States of Holland to
pay consuls higher compensations and that prohibited them from trading.61 The revenue
from these imposts, however, fell short of the amounts necessary. In 1625, the Estates
General replaced Keyser with consuls Pieter Maertensz Coy in Algiers and Lambert
Verhaer in Tunis. In 1628, their bills totalled 41,352 guilders, while the lastgelden
generated only about 1265.62 The discrepancy reflected the dire financial circumstances
under which consuls operated. Although the Directors imposed inspections on the
levying of the lastgelden to ensure compliance and conformity when they took over in
1633, the measures never improved the financial arrangement of the consuls.63

The Directors soon questioned the value of continuing diplomatic representation
in North Africa altogether. When Coy died unexpectedly in 1629, the Estates General
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made another attempt to demand the unconditional release of slaves by sending a war
fleet under the command of Jan Wendelsz in 1630. The expedition did not yield the
desired results. The diwan refused to liberate the Dutch captives unconditionally and
Wendelsz declared war. In the months after his departure, the Algerian fleet captured
twenty-three vessels and held about five hundred Dutchmen captive.64 Not until
1662 would Dutch consuls represent the Republic in Algiers and Tunis again. The
Directors wondered why merchants should continue to pay for consuls if the latter
could not prevent pirate attacks on Dutch merchant vessels. If consuls could not deli-
ver, then merchants saw no reason to foot the bill. The Directors suggested that if the
Estates General considered consuls beneficial, then the government itself should pay
them rather than have merchants do so.65 By questioning the validity of the consul’s
office and suggesting that the Estates General pay for the consulates, the Directorate
divorced the office of consul from its commercial roots and firmly placed it in the realm
of the Dutch government.66 The very establishment of the Directorate, in other words,
illustrated the transformation of the consul from merchant-consul into state
representative. It also exposed the uneasy relations between consuls in North Africa,
merchants trading with the Levant, and the government, and how this relationship
formed the fragile foundations of the Dutch consulates in the western Mediterranean.

Morocco: captives in exchange for arms

The question of the consul’s position in redeeming slaves played out differently in
Morocco. In the late sixteenth century, Mulay Ahmad al-Mansur had unified
Morocco and remained out of the sphere of influence of the Ottoman Empire; it thus
had no jurisdictional obligations towards the Ottoman state. Because Spain still held
several presidios along the coast, however, Moroccan rulers welcomed English
merchants exporting weapons to Morocco, albeit secretively.67 Dutch merchants
followed soon. The Della Faille family, for example, built a trading house whose
reach extended throughout northern and southern Italy as well as into Morocco and
the Ottoman regencies.68 The increased trade, however, also attracted pirates of all
nationalities. In 1596, Amsterdam merchants reported the first known cases of
captivity and stolen cargo seized by Moroccan and Spanish pirates. The merchants
urged the Estates General to seek a separate treaty with al-Mansur to resolve
the issue.69 In response, the Estates General dispatched two merchants, Jacob
Bartholomeusz in 1596/7 and PieterMaertensz Coy from Schiedam in 1605, to obtain an
accord with theMoroccans, demonstrating oncemore themercantile roots of diplomatic
relations with states in the Islamic west.70 It took fourteen years to reach an agreement.
Only when the Dutch navy defeated a Spanish squadron in April 1607, became Zaydan,
al-Mansur’s son, interested in forming an alliance against Spain, their common enemy.71

In 1610, the Estates General and Mulay Zaydan concluded an accord that marked
the first alliance between the Dutch Republic and a Muslim state in the Mediterranean.

The treaty reflected that the interest of the Dutch Republic in an alliance
with Morocco went beyond the redemption of slaves and prevention of piracy.
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Article 15 stipulated that the Moroccan king could hire or purchase men, ships,
weapons, and ammunition in the Republic, a clause that raised eyebrows in the rest of
Europe but clearly enhanced Dutch arms trade.72 The treaty, however, remained
vague on the conditions under which Dutch captives were to be released. Article 16
stipulated that the king would liberate all Dutch captives in Morocco, but was not clear
as to whether the king would manumit the slaves or allow them to be ransomed.
Similarly, the article prohibited the seizure and sale of Dutch captives in the future.73

In the early days in Dutch-Moroccan relations, the redemption of captives thus
depended on an alliance against Spain and facilitating mutual trade, specifically
that in arms.

The 1610 treaty did not stipulate conditions to exchange resident ambassadors,
a diplomatic convention characteristic for Christian-Muslim relations. Instead, a
range of temporary diplomats mediated relations. Moroccan ambassadors as well as
non-Muslim agents, Jewish and Christians alike, maintained relations with the
Republic and frequently visited Europe to negotiate the interests of the king.74 One
family, the Pallaches, became a prominent force in sustaining Dutch-Moroccan
relations. During the first half of the seventeenth century, Samuel (1604-1616), his
brother Joseph (1610-1637), and Joseph’s son David (1637-1650) acted as agents of
the Moroccan king while also mediating affairs on behalf of the Dutch authorities.
The Estates General encouraged the position of the Pallaches as Moroccan agents to
mediate diplomacy and the sales of arms; thus reinforcing Morocco’s position as
an ally against Spain.75

Their mediation also explains why only a handful of Dutch consuls resided in
Morocco between 1610 and 1650. They seemed to have had little impact on
diplomatic affairs in general and redemption in particular. The instructions for Albert
Ruyl (1623-1624) only concerned the investigation of a port in Aier. The credentials
for Jurriaen van Bijstervelt (1636-1638) and Hendrick Dopper (1643-1644), as well as
those for Jan Sautijn (1648), specifically addressed their handling of commercial
affairs for several ports in Morocco, including Salé and Safi. They were to assist
Dutch merchants and captains on all occasions and maintain treaties just as their
counterparts in Algiers and Tunis did.76 This implies that they could only liberate
captives by, once again, demanding their unconditional release. Still, the Estates
General refrained from funding ransoming expeditions. In 1640/41, for instance, it
appointed the Dutch captain Liederkerke as temporary ambassador charged with the
task of liberating forty-five captives from Santa Cruz. Liederkerke had to advance the
ransom and only after he sent in the bill, did the Estates General order a committee of
five men to “to find the money” to reimburse the captain.77

The liberation of Dutch captives thus mostly proceeded by intervention of
Moroccan agents. In Salé, Isaac Pallache made a living off ransoming Dutch
prisoners.78 Similarly, Jacques Fabre, a Frenchman who temporarily served as agent
for the Moroccan king, mediated in the ransoming of Dutch captives on behalf of his
patron. Zaydan had advanced the captives’ ransom and instructed Fabre to collect
the money in the Republic and oversee the delivery of bronze cannons in return.79
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Likewise, in 1639, the brothers Cohen offered to free Dutch captives in exchange for
arms. On behalf of the Salese ruler Cid Maamed, Josef Cohen requested the Estates
General to sell him 200 quintalen gunpowder for a reasonable price in exchange for
freeing captives and arranging their return on the vessel of Claes Wiboutsen.80 In
short, the redemption of captives was dependent on the commercial interests of those
involved in their liberation. Dutch consuls, constrained by the instructions of the
Estates General to liberate captives for free, and forbidden to pay ransom, stood on
the sidelines. The Estates General probably considered the involvement of Moroccan
agents convenient, because ransoming captives remained in private hands and made
no demands on the state’s coffers.

These methods of redemption, however, did not last. The peace between the Dutch
Republic and Spain in 1648 agitated many Moroccans, because the commercial and
diplomatic relations between the Republic andMorocco were based on fighting Spain
as the common enemy.81 The Dutch truce with Spain now opened a breach in the
Dutch-Moroccan alliance and soon the corsairs’ seizures of Dutch vessels resumed.
Between 1647 and 1649, some twenty Salese corsairing vessels, cruising Atlantic
waters, severely damaged Dutch merchant fleets. Free from battling Spain, the
Amsterdam Admiralties responded by dispatching war fleets to Morocco. Even-
tually, a blockade of the port of Salé forced Said Adjenoui, its governor, to agree to a
treaty with the Dutch in 1651.82

The treaty was a radical departure from the policies the Estates General had
promoted thus far. The Republic agreed for the first time, and in an international
treaty, to ransom captives for cost-price, that is the original price of the captive paid
directly after his or her capture.83 The condition was an attempt to eliminate the risk
of price inflation and profiteering during the ransoming process. Buying and selling
captives for cost price, as stipulated in the treaty, would discourage middlemen, that
is Moroccan agents, from capitalizing on the redemption of slaves. Thus, with a
stroke of the pen, the release of captives for ransom became the responsibility of the
Estates General under the best financial terms possible.

By turning redemption into a diplomatic affair, the role of consuls seemingly
became more important. Renewed hostilities between Salé and the Dutch Republic
resulted in another agreement in 1657/58. Article seven proclaimed that “only the
consul of the Dutch Republic possesses [the] authority [to negotiate the release of
captives].”84 The clause clearly aimed to cut back the role of middlemen but, to a
certain extent, was also a critique on the lax attitude of the Estates General. As it
turned out, the Estates General refused to use state funds nor organize a general
collection to finance the collective redemption it had agreed on. Gathering ransom in
the Republic had always been a local affair and the Estates General once again relied
on town and rural magistrates to redeem its citizens. Hence, the magistrate of
Rotterdam asked Henrico d’Azevedo, a Jewish merchant from Amsterdam who
traded bullion with Salé, to ransom captured crewmembers then being held in Salé
and Algiers.85 Interventions like these, however, concerned the Dutch Admiral
Michiel de Ruyter. In 1655, he requested Sidi Abdallah, the governor of Salé, that
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“if some Algerian vessel comes here to sell slaves, no Jews be allowed to negotiate, but
[that instead] the consul is permitted to negotiate first.”86 De Ruyter’s comments
reflect how hard it was to break customary practices and curtail the agency of
middlemen in favour of that of consuls.

The consent of the Estates General to redeem slaves en masse had nonetheless set a
precedent for other treaties the Dutch Republic concluded with states in the Magh-
reb. The accords with Algiers (1662, 1679/1680) and Tunis (1679/1680) also included
clauses that allowed the Estates General to ransom captives collectively. None of
them, however, incorporated a clause that assigned the consul a significant task in
ransoming captives like the 1657 treaty with Salé had. Thus, despite the newfound
involvement of the state in redeeming slaves, the role of consuls did not drastically
change. In Morocco, Moroccan agents, including Jewish merchants, continued to
play an influential role in liberating captives in exchange for arms.87 In Algiers, Tunis,
and later Tripoli, consuls would continue to maintain relations on behalf of the state
and the Dutch merchant community at large. The continuous need for consuls in
the Maghreb during the second half of the seventeenth century demonstrates that
consuls had become a fixed part of the Dutch commercial-diplomatic corps in the
Mediterranean.

Conclusion

A close examination of the efforts of consuls to liberate captives in North Africa
during the first half of the seventeenth century demonstrates that the Estates
General was not able to define the office of consul and develop a commercial-
diplomatic network in theMaghreb according to its own needs. Indeed, the evolution
of the office of the consul depended greatly on the commercial and political interests
of not just the Estates General, but also Maghrebian rulers, Amsterdam merchants,
intermediaries, and even consuls themselves. In the early 1600s, the Estates General
transformed the consul from a spokesman of the local merchant community into a
representative of the state by taking over the appointment of consuls in Italy and the
Levant. Conditions in the western Mediterranean forced the Estates General to
expand this commercial network to the North African coast and redefine the task of
consuls. Consuls in the Maghreb had to counter the negative side effects of two
phenomena that hampered trade in the Mediterranean: piracy and captivity. The
redemption of slaves as part of promoting the interests of the Dutch merchant
community justified their status as state representative in North Africa and
distinguished them from consuls in the Levant. The Estates General, convinced
that it had the law on its side by means of the capitulations, insisted on the gratis
release of captives.

The experiences of consuls on the ground show how this policy failed. Commer-
cialized redemption had turned the corso into a profitable business and few slave
owners were willing to release captives for free. Rather, the Maghrebian establish-
ment expected and pushed Dutch consuls to adapt to local customs and ransom
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captives like everyone else did, including their fellow French consuls. A complicating
factor entailed the funding of consulates. The government expected the consul to
finance himself as if he were a merchant-consul by allowing him to levy consular fees
and forbidding him to trade. That situation forced the first consul, Keyser, to engage
in illegal trade to generate revenue and liberate captives. Dutch merchants com-
plained bitterly that Keyser’s conduct harmed their interests. Represented by the
newly foundedDirectorate of the Levant Trade and Navigation they valued the consul
no longer as a commercial representative but as a representative of the state. With so
many interests and adversaries, consuls in North Africa supplemented their income in
alternative ways and defined their mission according to their own norms.

The office of consul developed differently in Morocco than in Algiers and Tunis.
The Sa’dian kings, their agents, and the Dutch authorities were all complicit in

maintaining an arms trade that facilitated the redemption of slaves. The willingness
of the Estates General to rely on agents of the Moroccan king to exchange captives
for arms testifies to a flexibility on the part of the Dutch government to adapt to local
circumstances or perhaps the necessity of doing so. The few consuls, who periodically
resided inMorocco, had little chance of liberating captives as long as they cleaved to a
state policy mandating that they could only demand the immediate release of captives
without paying ransom. Only when the Estates General, under pressure of institu-
tions in the Republic, agreed to ransom captives collectively and insisted that the
consul had the sole right to ransom them, did the consul gain status. Ironically, it was
a role that Maghrebian rulers expected Dutch consuls to play all along. But the
experiences of consuls on-the-ground, the continuous seizure of Dutch captives, and
the relentless bargaining over ransom had left the Dutch no choice but to adjust to
customary practices in the western Mediterranean. The Islamic west showed the
limits of Dutch commercial expansion.
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