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Introduction scale in a businesslike operation

intended for larger markets. We will
Fens and bogs, peatlands, are in the concentrate on the latter. Outside
words of Julius Caesar “land that can  the Netherlands the literature on

not be walked upon and water that peat and its history appears to be relatively low costs of transportation
can not be sailed on”. That it can very scarce or virtually nonexistent. of the bulky material combined

be used for fuel is first recorded by If this means that elsewhere peat with the engineering skills of the
PInuius the Elder, who in his Naturalis  was not used for fuel or that is has Dutchmen in controlling the water
Historia (77 A.D.) mentions people never been a subject of scientific and managing waterways were

who dug lumps of earth which they study has yet to
dried in wind and sunshine and then be ascertained. In
set fire to in order to cook their food  either case only of

and warm their houses. He writes the Low Countries

about a people living in the delta of a comprehensive '
the river Rhine, now the Netherlands.  overview can be ‘
Apart from this singular quote, given.

almost nothing is recorded about the

use of peat for fuel until well into The reason for the

the Middle Ages, and then only from  widespread use of
the Low Countries (Flanders and the peat for fuel in the
Netherlands). Yet millions of hectares  Netherlands and

of peatlands exist north of the Alps. Flanders lies in the
lack of firewood on
In the history of the use of peat the one hand and
for fuel it is neccessary to make the abundance of ‘ka’ ‘Hﬂ& dmoung. af Mf d‘“g
a distinction between the peat waterways (rivers by a team of workers n one
digging for domestic use only and and canals) on the ‘ - day, by uerage J-DaOOO blocks

the peat production on a larger other hand. The
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crucial in the proliferation of the
use of peat for fuel. From the early
Middle Ages on until well into the
twentieth century, peat (turf) was
the source of fossil energy in the
Netherlands.

The Flanders cities of Antwerp, Gent
and Brugge were the first to invest

in large-scale peat production from
ca. 1250 A.D. onwards. From there

it spread northwards so that, in the
fourteenth century, the fens in a large
part of Holland, the most important
province of the Netherlands (with
cities like Amsterdam, Leiden, Delft
and Haarlem) were brought into
production. A crucial step in the
development was the introduction

in 1513 of the “dredger” (bagger-
beugel), a bucket on a long wooden
pole of about 4 meters. Now it was
no longer necessary to drain the fens
first before the peat could be cut and
dried. The wet peat mud could be
dredged directly from the water and
placed into small boats and then be
spread out on nearby fields to be cut
and dried.

The production soared and

coincided with the strong economic
and demographic growth of the
Netherlands in the sixteenth and
seventeenth century (“Golden Age”).
It has been argued that the Dutch
Golden Age was born of peat. If the
total energy supply would have relied
on wood, a quarter of the present
area of the country would have been
covered completely and permanently
with producing forest. Furthermore,
the absence of waterways would
have required ca 100.000 horses

for the transport of fuel and a
further 600.000 ha of cultivated

area to feed them. Thus the energy-
attainability gave the Dutch Republic

a tremendous
advantage.

The dredging of low
peat turf had one
major disadvantage:
the loss of land was
enormous. In the
course of time, lakes
replaced pastures
and the dredging
threatened the nearby
countryside. Strict
regulations were issued and taxes
laid to form funds from which new
polders could be formed. This, and
the demand for energy caused the
Dutch merchants to look elsewhere
in the country. i

Peat and Canals

In the Pleistocene north-eastern

part of the country, 140.000 ha of
good quality black peat was available
in 1500 A.D. From the middle of

the seventeenth century onwards
this was the most important area

for the production of fossil fuel.
Contrary to the dredging of low peat
turf, the high peat areas had to be

drained first. There is no possibility
of commercial exploitation without
the construction of a comprehensive
system of waterways. The canals
performed two vital functions. Firstly
in the draining of the bogs and
secondly in the transportation of the
product (peat) to the markets.

Thus a complete infrastructure of
waterways had to be build in order to
drain peat bogs before they could be
taken into exploitation. This required
large investments which only
conglomerates of investors could
make. Rich merchants from Dutch
cities like Amsterdam and Leiden
and also local nobility and city and
regional governments formed Peat
companies (“Veencompagnieén”),
which were in effect mainly canal-
companies. Most of the work

in the peateries itself was done

by subcontractors and private
entrepreneurs.

The Case of the Northern
Netherlands

In the period between 1550 and
1950, peat digging played an







