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A Note on Measures and Moneys 

Measures 

The following measures were in use in the Basse-Meuse in the seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries: 

Measures of Capacity1 

Measure NumberperMuid 

Muid of Maastricht (560.16 liters) 1 

Maldre 4 

Setier, vat 24 

Quarte, kop 96 

Pognoux 384 

Muid of Liege, Dalhem, Aachen (245.696 liters) 1 

Setier, vat 8 

Quarte, kop 32 

Pognoux 128 

Measures of Surface Area 

Measure Number per Bonnier 

Bonnier (0.87178 hectare) 1 

Journal 4 

Grand Verge 20 

Petite Verge 400 

Moneys 

The principal money of account in use in the early modern Basse-Meuse was the florin, but 

there were at least four different florins' those of Brabant, of Liege, of Brabant-Liege, and of 

Holland (also called guilders).2 They are all related to subsidiary units of money as follows: 

Unit Number per Florin 

Florin of Brabant 1 

(and Florin of Brabant-Liege) 

Patard 20 

Aidant, Liard 80 



The value of these units of account varied tremendously, both in relation to one another and 

in relation to the common gold and silver coins of the era. Where money is represented in 

the text in terms of coins, I have also shown its value in Florins of Brabant-Liege (the 

predominant money of account in the Liegeois Basse-Meuse) in order to provide compar

isons and according to this table of values.3 

1 ecu = 3 fl. (to 1660) or 4 fl. (1660-1750) 

1 escalin = 7.5 patards (to 1660) or 10 patards (1660 to 1750) 

1 patagon = 1 ecu 

1 daler = 1.625 florins (after 1660) 

1 rixdaler = 3.25 florins (after 1660) 
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Part 1 

The Background 





Introduction: 

War and Other Crises in Early Modern Life 

In 1946 Jean Meuvret published a groundbreaking article titled "Les 
Crises de subsistance et la demographie de la France d'Ancien 
Regime."1 In his article Meuvret pointed out that ancien regime France 
had been periodically and viciously hit by severe crises, and argued that 
these crises pushed a large portion of the population - people who were 
in any event only barely surviving - below the line of subsistence. In 
Meuvret's view, these crises were the cause of the stagnant French 
economy and population of the seventeenth century. It was a century 
characterized by repeated, severe, subsistence crises, which eliminated 
the potential for continued growth in French society. Finally, Meuvret 
delineated three varieties of crises: extreme food shortages, epidemic 
diseases, and war, which exhibited the characteristics of the other two in 
combination. 

Young French historians eagerly took up Meuvret's construct. Sub
sistence crises became one of the ways to look at the seventeenth 
century. The single most important work to derive from it was Pierre 
Goubert's Beauvais et Ie Beauvaisis de 1600 a 1730.2 Goubert outlined for 
his readers the complexity of French provincial society, and described 
the various social groups which felt subsistence crises acutely. In this 
and other works Goubert demonstrated that there was a fundamental 
dichotomy in the population of ancien regime France.3 A minority of 
the population was "independent," i.e., they were able to support 
themselves by their own economic resources and were sufficiently 
resilient economically to weather most crises. But the majority of the 
population was economically "dependent." They worked as laborers for 
their more prosperous neighbors. Even if they had a farm, they had to 
borrow a plow-team from their wealthier neighbor, or depend on 
part-time farm or industrial jobs to supplement their income. This 
dependent majority lived very near the subsistence line; when a subsis
tence crisis struck, they might slip below the surface of survival, very 
likely never to reappear. 



In addition to Goubert, a number of other scholars were at work on 
this group of subjects. By 1970, Goubert could call on sufficient other 
works to publish a "reappraisal" of the demographic significance of 
Meuvret's early work.4 Even at that time, however, war had hardly been 
considered, because, while Meuvret regarded war as an important aspect 
of subsistence crises, he considered it a complex and not easily studied 
subject. Thus, while we have had numerous studies of famine and 
dearth, and even disease, war remained relatively unstudied. Very recent 
works continue to disregard or minimize it.5 Although we know a great 
deal about the economic, social, and demographic consequences of the 
first two of Meuvret's crises, we know all too little about the con
sequences of the third - war - particularly in western Europe. 

This is regrettable, because only when we understand war will we 
understand the other two causes of early modern hardship. Subsistence 
crises were not all alike, but rather a combination of a varying number 
of elements molded by internal structures like the local economy and 
population, and external forces like war, European markets, weather, 
and epidemic disease. Their impact was not always the same, but 
depended in intensity, frequency, and duration on both the internal 
structures and the external forces. I will add a refinement to Goubert's 
reinterpretation of the original hypothesis. He found that Meuvret's 
subsistence crises caused few deaths; they acted only in concert with 
epidemic disease. But Goubert underestimated: we will see that the 
only great periods of economic hardship and population loss occurred 
when more devastating combinations occurred. The great catastrophes 
of early modern Europe took place when war, harvest failure, and 
epidemic disease all came at once. 

War is an important subject in the social, economic, and demo
graphic history of early modern Europe, even without its role as one leg 
of the subsistence crisis tripod. For generations of European men, 
women, and children, war was an element of almost everyday ex
perience. Surely it was frequent enough. George Clark wrote that there 
were "only seven complete calendar years [in the seventeenth century] 
in which there was no war between European states . .. ."6 For those 
who survived its strains, war left an indelible mark on their lives. For 
those who perished of its rigors, we need now say very little. In early 
modern Europe, as today, war was one of the main shapers of men's 
lives. In spite of its importance, most early modern social historians 
have ignored its impact, probably because they have been concerned 
with the unchanging elemental structure of life. War's unpredictability 



and repeated changes made it unsatisfactory for such an analysis. The 
only body of literature about war's social and economic impact is 
devoted to Germany in the Thirty Years' War; but that literature is for 
the most part dated and precedes the methodological revolution that 
has overtaken the study of European history in the last thirty years.7 

Like the social historians, the military historians have ignored 
civilians in wartime. Although we know how armies fought battles in 
early modern Europe, we have only recently learned who provided those 
armies with money and supplies and how they functioned between 
battles, and we know very little about how civilians (outside the 
bureaucracies) participated in the process of supply, camp, and prepa
ration.8 Yet this subject is important. Without an understanding of 
war's impact on civilians, we will never understand European society, 
how people lived, or even war itself before the industrial revolution. 

This book is about the wartime experiences of people who lived in 
the western European countryside in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries. It will go beyond war's contribution to the debate on sub
sistence crises and look at two much broader questions in the history of 
early modern wars and warfare, and their relations with civilian life: 
first, how did war's impact change between 1620 and 1750? And, 
second, why did some regions suffer less than others from comparable 
military action? 

To approach the problem of describing the relations that rural 
civilians developed with armies that visited their communities, and the 
impact of those visits on their lives, we will examine in turn three 
structural elements of early modern life. They are, first, the 
community's relationship with armies, and especially the problems of 
housing and feeding troops and meeting their demands for money and 
supplies; second, the economic consequences of military presence, es
pecially in terms of agricultural production and the price of food; and, 
finally, war's demographic consequences. The objective will be not only 
to measure the material costs and benefits of war for civilians, but also 
to get some idea of how people perceived war's impact on their lives. 

The relationship between war and civilians is a broad subject. In the 
absence of earlier works on the same problem, this type of study 
demands that we focus on a relatively limited geographical area over a 
limited number of years in order to isolate questions and formulate 
hypotheses on a broad range of subjects. This is especially important 
when assembling quantitative material. We will consider war's impact 
by examining largely annual data describing community finances, 



agricultural production, prices, population, and vital events, and then 
comparing them to the chronology of war and other crises in a small 
region. We will focus on an area in eastern Belgium and the Nether
lands, between and around the cities of Liege and Maastricht. It was 
called the Basse-Meuse in the local French dialect.9 In its broadest 
frame, it can be said to have contained some forty or fifty administrative 
units, including small and large villages, and very small towns. In the 
mid-eighteenth century, it probably had a population of fewer than fifty 
thousand. Temporally, we will focus on the years 1620-1750 because 
they encompass the dramatic changes in warmaking and government 
that occurred between the beginning of the Thirty Years' War and the 
end of the War of the Austrian Succession in 1748. Perhaps unfor
tunately, the wars of the sixteenth century are not included here. Less 
military action took place in the Basse-Meuse then than later, and the 
documents necessary for the demographic, social, and economic study 
attempted below simply do not exist. 

Because of the shortage of good series of quantitative data and of the 
time required to assemble them, we will rarely use all the farms, 
residents, villages, or parishes of the Basse-Meuse to measure popu
lation, production, and so on. Our data is a sample.10 We have used all 
the years in the period considered, but we must recall that the number 
of wartime years in any one place, even in the bellicose seventeenth 
century, is also small. Despite the small number of cases and years 
involved, the evidence presented constitutes a valid sample, 
representative of war's impact in the Basse-Meuse. In the context of 
forty to fifty communities, population trends for twenty-two parishes, 
the tithe for fourteen villages, births and deaths in seven and six 
parishes, respectively, and price series for the two major markets con
stitute samples greater than the necessary minimum. They are 
significant proportions of such a small region. In a few instances I use a 
single case, such as the production of a single farm or the detailed 
demographic experiences of a single parish (obtained through family 
reconstitution), to illuminate very detailed points. Given the quality of 
quantitative information available, such a single-place approach is the 
one to use. 

There are a number of reasons for studying the Basse-Meuse to 
understand the impact of war. The region has a long tradition of local 
historical study which has produced many useful monographs. Its 
archives are large and full of both public and private documents 
relatively undamaged by wars, despite the fact that the Basse-Meuse was 



almost always involved in the thick of early modern wars. Finally, the 
Basse-Meuse offers an interesting perspective on the wars of the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, because it was a rather prosperous 
region.11 As we shall see, the region was located on the border between 
two of the most fertile agricultural zones in the eastern Low Countries. 
Its farmers were able to produce enviable amounts of grain, dairy 
produce, and vegetables. Its location near a busy river and the city of 
Liege, one of the earliest industrialized places in continental Europe, led 
to a wide range of opportunities for its residents, no matter what their 
status. Yet, the people of the Basse-Meuse felt the wars of the era in 
spite of the region's prosperity (the fact that the region was eco
nomically strong does not mean that all of its residents were prosper
ous). By examining the impact of wars on a prosperous and growing 
region, we will see both the basic impact of war and the ways that 
economic conditions changed that impact. Whether our conclusions 
will be representative of the Low Countries as a whole, or even all of 
Europe, must wait for additional local studies along the same lines as 
this. But it is my impression that our conclusions will hold generally for 
the Low Countries and specifically for the eastern Low Countries and 
the Rhineland. 

The nature of the region in part determines the sort of wartime 
experiences its residents had. In fact, we will see that the economic 
structure and prosperity of the Basse-Meuse in large part controlled the 
way that military presence affected it. But that is not the point here. 
The Basse-Meuse felt war directly, through the presence of soldiers 
involved in marches, sieges, and battles, and stationed in camps. In this 
it was different from most regions in France and Spain, whose residents 
often felt war only through taxes and recruitment. That impact of war 
will involve a different study, one which focuses on the problems of the 
modern European state, and the costs of the growth of that state for its 
residents. Here, we are interested in those regions that suffered early 
modern wars directly. 

* 
* * 

If we agree on what we mean by the word crisis, it will be easier to 
understand war's impact on rural civilians, and to compare that impact 
to those of other phenomena. Just what was a crisis? The notion of a 
short-term crisis - the sense we will use in this work - has become 
muddied. People use it without thinking about its meaning. We can 
extrapolate from the work of Meuvret, Goubert, and others, to form a 



classic, narrow definition of crisis as they applied it to demographic 
history. Their idea was essentially malthusian in nature: they saw a 
relationship between food supply and population, and hence thought 
of subsistence crises. A crisis, they might have said, was a change in the 
balance of vital demographic events (births and deaths) that turned 
population growth to stability or decline. In this way they explained 
that a structural system of periodic crises existed in early modern 
France. Regular if slow growth resulted in a malthusian structure where 
population exceeded food supplies. This situation, they hypothesized, 
was periodically reversed by a change in the balance of births and deaths 
(usually a great upsurge in deaths) so that the population no longer 
exceeded its material resources. Although not a strict dictionary 
definition, this was and is a workable definition of the word crisis. 

Unfortunately, the meaning of the word crisis has grown beyond this 
narrow definition to encompass any form of extreme hardship, whether 
or not it upset the demographic balance, and whether it had as its base 
some change in the available supply of food or some other material 
aspect of life. If we agree on this broader definition, then we must say 
that much of the population lived in a state of perpetual crisis, because 
a large proportion of the early modern European population can be 
shown to have lived on the very edge of subsistence and hardship. Even 
though their resources were severely limited, and many lived near 
hardship, this notion of perpetual crisis probably gives an unnecessarily 
negative view of their lives, as well as rendering impossible any use of 
the word crisis to describe short-term changes. 

In this book we will make use of a modified form of the original 
narrow definition of crisis. A crisis, according to this definition, will be 
any short-term (and thus terminable) series of events that was capable 
of producing a rapid shift away from the normal pattern of demo
graphic events, either by increasing the number of deaths or by 
decreasing the number of children born. It is no doubt true, in theory at 
least, that bad weather will create these effects. When we look at the 
direct and indirect impact of weather on human experience, we will see 
that it did affect harvests, which affected prices, which in turn produced 
the crises we have spoken about. But the impact was attenuated by the 
indirect route which weather followed to play its role. War (and high 
prices and short food supplies, as agents acting alone) acted more 
directly and may have produced more immediate difficulty for the 
regions they affected. Here, as we shall see, we have the most devastat
ing element in early modern civilization. 



Chapter I 

Magnet for Armies: 
The Basse-Meuse Under the Ancien 

Regime 

This study of the impact of early modern wars on rural life in the Low 
Countries has as its subject the region called the Basse-Meuse, which lies 
between and around the cities of Liege and Maastricht, near the Meuse 
River. Today, the Basse-Meuse is fully integrated into the modern 
Netherlands and Belgium, but in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries that was not the case. The dominant characteristic of the 
Basse-Meuse in the ancien regime was its internal diversity. As late as 
1789, political control was fragmented and still determined by the 
accidents and favors of medieval history. We will address questions of 
politics in greater detail later in this chapter, but this much is certain: 
the area was wholly a territory of borders, a series of frontiers between 
great states. In an era when borderlands were subject to the aggressions 
of ambitious statesmen, the Basse-Meuse became strategically central to 
the designs of Dutch stadholders and French kings. 

Although the region was fragmented politically and divided 
linguistically (between speakers of Dutch and Walloon French),1 it was 
quite uniform in the kind of life it offered its residents. Most of them 
were Roman Catholics, although Dutch Protestants appeared in 
Maastricht and some of the villages around it after the Dutch conquest 
in 1632.2 And most of them were agricultural workers and farmers, 
engaged in the various farming tasks found in an area that divided two 
farming regions, the Hesbaye (large cereal farms) to the west, and the 
Pays de Herve (small dairy farms) to the east. Despite the emphasis on 
farming, the region's economy was, for its time, remarkably varied and 
relatively full of opportunities for work outside agriculture. The prob
lem in defining the Basse-Meuse is not finding an area of sufficient 
uniformity to study, but rather in drawing the outside lines of such an 
area. I have chosen here to study the communities near the Meuse 
River; they are easy to identify and they should be fully representative of 
a larger region. 
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I. Background: Government in the Basse-Meuse 

The variety which characterized the Basse-Meuse was nowhere more 
evident than in its political structure, and it is this political structure 
which caused it to be dragged repeatedly into war. We will first 
examine that governmental structure before turning to the specific 
events and conditions that forced the people of the Basse-Meuse to 
experience so many wars. The basic question we must answer is: who 
were the sovereigns that divided the responsibility for governing the 
Basse-Meuse at the beginning of the period we are studying, in 1620? 
Then we can turn to the meaning of that sovereignty and the reasons 
why the Basse-Meuse saw so many armies in the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries, the fact which makes it so appropriate for a study 
of war's impact. 

The Principality of Liege, which controlled more than half the area, 
was the dominant sovereign and power in the Basse-Meuse under the 
ancien regime. By the beginning of the seventeenth century, the 
principality had become something of an anomaly in the Low 
Countries. First, it was the only significant ecclesiastical principality 
remaining in the area. Also, within the borders of what are now 
Belgium, The Netherlands and Luxemburg, it was the only substantial 
governmental unit not incorporated into either the Dutch Republic or 
the Spanish Netherlands. Of those portions of the Low Countries 
which retained some allegiance to the Holy Roman Empire, Liege alone 
was a member of the administrative Circle of Westphalia; all of the 
others were members of the Circle of Burgundy.3 Furthermore, only 
Liege was formally neutral in international disputes. 

Two other sovereigns controlled portions of the Basse-Meuse in 1620 
(see Map 1.2). In reality, the King of Spain ruled through two admin
istrative units: one a conglomerate which consisted of the Duchy of 
Limbourg and the three "Lands Beyond the Meuse," and the other the 
Duchy of Brabant.4 The Emperor stood as direct sovereign over several 
communities and remained in theory the ultimate suzerain over them 
all. The city of Maastricht was a special case, governed by a "con
dominium" of Liege and Brabant (Spain), which shared sovereignty 
and divided administrative and judicial responsibilities.5 Defense of the 
city was left in the hands of the Spanish, who maintained a garrison 
there in the early seventeenth century. 

After the settlement of the Thirty Years' War, yet a fourth sovereign 
entered the picture. The Dutch conquered Maastricht in 1632 and 
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occupied a portion of the Spanish "Lands Beyond the Meuse." The 
settlement of the war ultimately transferred to them sovereignty over 
some of the formerly Spanish Basse-Meuse. 

What did this sovereignty mean? The various states that controlled 
the Basse-Meuse were technically in command of the lives of the area's 
residents. The Princes of the princely states - the Prince of Liege and 
the King of Spain (usually acting through a governor in Brussels) - or, 
later, the Estates General of the Dutch Republic (for the new Province 
of Dutch Limburg) - made laws and administered the higher levels of 
justice. They consulted with their estates, one representing the 
Principality of Liege, and others the Spanish "province" of the "Lands 
Beyond the Meuse" and the Dutch "province" of Limburg, who 
together with the prince determined taxes. Moreover, the sovereign 
(Prince or Estates General) had the right to determine foreign policy 
and otherwise carry on the affairs of government. Since the Principality 
of Liege was the major sovereign of the Basse-Meuse, we will, to a 
certain extent, concentrate on the history and experience of that 
Principality. Still, except for their relations with foreign powers in time 
of war, there was very little to distinguish between the citizens of one 
state or another. And, as we will see in later chapters, even in wartime 
little separated the experience of Spanish subjects, for example, from 
that of Liege's subjects. 

One possible difference from sovereign to sovereign was law, but 
while distinct legal customs distinguished the areas of different 
sovereigns, they were not starkly dissimilar.6 Nor did laws or borders 
constitute solid barriers to movement or to interaction among the 
citizens of the area. Local notaries often practiced under the laws of two 
or more sovereigns. Residents of Liegeois villages owned or leased land 
in villages subject to the King of Spain or the Dutch Republic, and 
actively farmed them. Being all borders, the region became all the more 
homogenous because the fragmentation of the political process 
removed governmental actions still farther from the lives of the mass of 
the people. 

While they might appreciate the relative privileges offered by one 
sovereign over another, at least in terms of low taxes, political 
neutrality, or an agreeable religion, most citizens of the Basse-Meuse 
had little to do with sovereigns and central governments. If any 
government concerned them, it was that of their village or town. Before 
the reorganization of the 1790's, at the time of the French regime 
(1794-1815), most of the residents of the Basse-Meuse lived in small-
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to-medium-sized seigneurial villages. Only two communities, Dalhem 
and Vise, had their origins in ancien regime towns, with democratic 
constitutions, independent of a lord's control. Throughout the Basse-
Meuse, however, local governments were remarkably uniform in their 
basic organization, no matter who their sovereign was, or whether they 
were a constituted town or merely a seigneurial village.7 

The basic elements of local government in the ancien regime, as in 
the middle ages or today, were justice and taxes. Not all justice was 
administered at the local level. There were certain matters that were 
outside the jurisdiction of local courts, such as capital crimes and a 
variety of other criminal and civil matters. Such cases were handled by 
courts of appeal and higher instance, in accordance with the procedures 
of the larger judicial units established by each region's sovereign. In the 
seigneurial villages, justice was administered by a local court - usually 
consisting of seven members - appointed by the seigneur. Similar 
courts existed in the towns, but their prince appointed the members of 
the court. 

Taxation was more important than justice. All the sovereigns except 
the Holy Roman Emperor raised taxes from their citizens. These taxes 
paid for the mechanisms of government administration, of defense and 
war, and of the princely entourage. Yet nowhere in the Basse-Meuse 
were taxes expecially high, at least if compared with those levied by 
France and Spain in the seventeenth century. The Principality of Liege 
had no army and until the eighteenth century very little government. 
Even the Spanish Netherlands were not heavily taxed, since they could 
rely on their formal administrative independence from Spain to with
stand such demands. Only the Dutch Republic - a sovereign in the 
Basse-Meuse after 1660 - was a major military power in the second half 
of the seventeenth century. That might have called for high taxes, but it 
seems that the Dutch consciously under-taxed their newly acquired 
territory to compensate for the devastation of the Thirty Years' War.8 

Still, some tax revenue had to be raised. Local estates divided the 
needs of the central government among clergy, nobility, and commons; 
then each group divided its share among its members, roughly accord
ing to wealth.9 Finally, individual communities divided that burden, 
together with local needs, among their tax-paying citizens. They col
lected a variety of taxes, on property, on persons, and on consumption. 
In Chapter II, I will discuss some of the ways that more extensive taxes 
were raised to pay for the damage and demands of war. 

This group of communities, with their variety of governments, saw 



armies all too frequently in the turbulent years from 1620 to 1750. Too 
many things happened in those years to narrate here. Rather, important 
events, especially those of a military and political nature, are set out in a 
Chronological Table (Appendix A). To summarize, military action 
took place in the Basse-Meuse during every major war in the period -
the Thirty Years' War (1618-1648, with important action in the 
Basse-Meuse during 1632-1638); the Dutch War (1672-1679); the War 
of the League of Augsburg (1688-1697); the War of the Spanish 
Succession (1701-1714); and the War of the Austrian Succession 
(1741-1748, in the Basse-Meuse, 1746-1748). Moreover, the region 
usually felt even minor wars, such as the Franco-Spanish continuation 
of the Thirty Years' War (1648-1659), the War of the Devolution 
(1667-1668), the War of the Reunions (1683-1684), and the War of the 
Polish Succession (1733-1735). 

What brought armies to the Basse-Meuse in the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries? It was only infrequently to fight battles. The 
armies of the age met head-on only rarely.10 Only two battles were 
fought in the Basse-Meuse itself (Haccourt, 1746, and Laeffelt, 1747), 
and only three or four within fifty kilometers. Generals preferred sieges 
and the occupation of fortresses and cities. The City of Liege had two 
fortresses, and, while it was technically neutral, foreign troops often 
occupied them during wartime. Maastricht was, as we shall see, even 
more of a prize. There were four major sieges of Maastricht between 
1620 and 1750, each bringing a substantial army into the region to 
surround the town and prepare the siege. 

Far more important than battles or sieges for the people of the 
Basse-Meuse were the less strategically formal reasons why armies came 
to visit. First, armies had to travel and the Basse-Meuse was a speedy 
route for armies travelling both north-south and east-west. Second, 
while armies in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries did not fight 
in the winter, they no longer disbanded. Rather, at the end of the 
campaigning season, they attempted to find a place to make a winter 
camp. Armies in transit and winter camps, rather than battles and 
sieges, were the real scourge of the people of the Basse-Meuse. 

Still, two characteristics of the region distinguished the Basse-Mosan 
people from others who lived near the line of march. First, the region 
was rich in both grain and the industrial goods necessary to supply 
armies. An army that camped near the City of Liege could usually count 
on being well fed and well equipped for its next campaign. Second, the 
region had no way to keep armies out. Although the Principality of 


