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In the long period from the twelfth to the

sixteenth century, the towns of Zutphen,

Deventer, Tiel, Kampen, Zwolle and others

(particularly in the east of the country) were

important and prosperous trading centres.

They were members of the Hanseatic League.

A Hansa was originally a collaborative 

arrangement between merchants in various

cities who traded in the same goods. 

By working together they could reduce their

costs, travel more safely (together), make 

purchases or sell in bulk, and arm themselves

against the capricious whims of liege lords.

In 1356, the Hansa towns formed a league 

of not just merchants but whole towns. 

The decision to form the league was made 

in Lubeck, a town in what is modern-day

Germany. The German Hanze, which is called

the Hanseatic League in English, became a

powerful collaborative network of towns that

stretched across Germany, the Netherlands,

Belgium, the Baltic States, Norway and

Poland. Within its network, the league

attempted to alleviate restrictions on trade 

as far as possible. The Hansa network also

traded with partners outside this area, with

London, for example, and even with Spanish

cities. 

Trade was brisk in such goods as salt,

grains, fish, wood, wine, beer, animal skins

and cloth. The goods were mainly transported

by sea and on rivers using so-called ‘cogs’

(ships) of between fifteen to thirty metres in

length. The towns grew and prospered, built

city walls and became dotted with merchant’s

homes, warehouses and many other types of

buildings. The legacy of the Hanseatic League

can still be seen in the towns mentioned

above, as well as in smaller Hansa towns like

Hasselt and Doesburg. 

For non-Hansa towns like Amsterdam,

trade across the Baltic Sea was the so-called
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“mother of all trade”. This trade formed 

the basis for an economic boom. It also

meant that this trade centre had to compete

with the towns along the IJssel. When the

Hanseatic League collapsed in the course of

the sixteenth century, the Baltic Sea trade

through towns outside the league continued

to flourish. By 1585, Antwerp had become

the true centre of trade and this position 

was later taken over by Amsterdam. Shortly

afterwards, Dutch trade became increasingly

focused on all the seven seas and became

embedded in the conquest and exploitation of

colonies. The shifting economic relationships

in Europe resulted in the towns along the

IJssel losing their prominent position.


