
A Spanish-Dutch Military Confrontation.
The Battle of Nieuwpoort, July lId 1600

Bas Kist*

A eomplex politieo-military situation had arisen ¡u [he Low Countries
as a result of [he opposition against Spanish rule dur¡ng [he Iast quarter of
[he l6th een[ury.

Warfare had been more or less continuous for over 25 years. As a result
of [he revolution, the Northern Netherlands had established an independent
republie with its own entirely new army.

The Republie of [he tinited Netherlands, as it became known, had a
federal structure with, in wartirne, a unified eommand of the army. Since
[he powerbasc of [he Republie rested in its merehant cides and [he economy
of [he Republic was booming notwithstanding the war, a solid financial basis
for military expenditure was present.

The conflict hetween [he Netherlands and Spain had developed from
local revolutionary outbursts [o sustained warfare, whereby [he Spanish
rnonarchy [ried to re-es[ablish its authori[y by gaining control of [he
[erritory, particularly [he cides and the coastal arcas, which were essential
for [he supply of Ihe Spanish expedi[ionary force with necessi[ies from
Spain.

Around 1600, [he Dutch army under [he eornmand of Coun[ (later
Prince) Maurits of Nassau had largely succeeded iii safeguarding [he
comrnercial cUjes of[he Republic from Spanish interferenee. The targel of
[he 1)utch arrny now became [he control of [he Flemish coas[ o preven[
free movemen[ of [roops and supplies between Spain ami Flanders by ship.
The political decision was [aken in Hollaud [o assaul[ Dunkirk, thus denying
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the Spaniards control of the Flemish coast. The military plan for tbis
operation involved the concentration in complete sccrccy of an amphibious
force of about 15,000 men in the South of Holland at Dordrecht to make a
simultaneous assault by a quick moving force along the coast and an
amphibious assault from tbe sca directed at the fortified towns along tbe
coast of Flanders. The success of the entire plan was dependent on the
adhercncc to a very strict timetable.

The political decisionmakers and to a lesser extent the military
commanders were convinced that the military machine at their disposal
would be equal to this challenge. The reason for this confidence can be
fonud in the fact that the army of thc Dutcfi Republic had been ereated in
the last decennium of the l6th century, with the purpose of forming a
modern striking force for use in thc field. Ihus far. this army fiad largely
ficen involved in siege warfare during the sumn~er seasons. To achieve
tactical surprise in this type of warfare, a transport system fiad been
developed. making use of the extensive network of waterways in the
Netherlands.

Anotfier importaní asset of the Duteh Republic lay in the emergence
of an armament manufaeturing capahility which by tfic end of the century
distributed Ml kinds of armamcnts, from artillcry to infantry equiprnent, alí
over the westcrn world, gaining large profits in the proccss.

The schooling of the army in handling of weapons and tactical
manoeuvr¡ng in thc ficíd in accordance with ncwly developed niilitary
doctrines had been subject of special cate by Ihe Commandcr-in-Chicf
Count Maurits. A thorough study of classical Roman and Greek military
authors fiad lcd to tflc formulation of a speeific doctrine cncompassing most
aspects of military activity. This doctrine fiad ficen laid down in a
considerable body of military rnanuals and literature. Thc most fanious of
these books is perhaps Jacob de (ihcyn. The Exercise of Arms. published
in The Haguc in 1608. An important aspcct of these innovations was thc
introduction of drilí in the daily routine of dic troops.

As the two most significant advantages enjoyed by dic army of the 1)utch
Republie over thc Spanish army of Flanders we might thus define: The
economie base to furnish thc army witb modern armament, regular supply
and regular pay en one hand. aud the introduction of a standardized system
ol exercise and command based on established doctrine.

With hindsight, it is now possible to detect the inherent weaknesses of
4w Spanish army in Flanders. Thc Spanish army was on this moment in time
al the zenith of its reputation. its officcrs aud soldicrs recruited in many of
the territories under Spanish control represented the top of military
professionalisrn. ‘l’he Spanish and Italian noblemen who lcd this army fiad
been educated as oflicers and geritíemen and thc troops fiad experience of
battlelields alí over Europe and were motivated by religious ferveur in a
conflict with heretic rebeis. However, dic weak financial managcment of
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dic Spanish monarchy created a eNmate of permancnt bankruptcy which
endangered thc supply and pay of the army. This lcd to a series of mutinies
which seemed te paralysc tbc army. The great distance bctween thc
Governmcnt in Spain and the theatrc of opcrations in the Netherlands
constituted anothcr drawback. Whereas the Governmcnt of thc Dutch
Republic was represented by deputies in thc fleld who were cmpowercd to
take far reaching dccisions, the Spanish commander in the Nethcrlands.
Archduke Albertus, fiad only a general brief from the Spanish King aud
had to depcnd on bis own judgement in a crisis.

Finally, tbe powerful Spanish fleet was only oceasienally available br
action en thc Flemish coast. while dic Dutch Republic was afile to station
a considerable naval force oh the Flcmish coast permanently.

Condition for succcss of the Dutch plan of operations was tIte capture
of Dunkirk between 18 and 20 days after the start of the assault, provided
that complete sccrecy was niaintained until day one of the operation.
Overriding scepticism from the military commanders, the political
authorities decided that mutinies in the Spanish army and poor
communications in thc frontier arcas would crcate the necessary surprise.

In fact, the effectivcness of Spanish intelligence proved bettcr and thc
effeetiveness of Duteh transpon arrangcmcnts preved werse than
estimated. cndangering the operation, which startcd in the early heurs of
June 18t~ from the ficginning. More than 1200 mostly small ships landed
a forcc of 13.000 infantry. 2700 eavalry and a siege train en thc Flemish ceast
near Philippine. a small fortress tewn already held fiy the Dutch.

Covered by dic fícel the army moved southward along 4w ceast,
undcrestimating tlic threat of thc Spanish army in its back. On July lst,
alrcadv a week behiud its schedule, the Dutch army was overtaken by a
Spanish forte commanded by Archduke Albertus and Francisco Hurtado
de Mendoza, just as it was crossing the river Yscr near the town of
Nieuwpoort. A large rearguard detaehment was annihilated by the Spanish
army but dic main fiody of the Dutch army succeeded in recrossingthc river
and turning baek on its tracks just jo time to meet the Spanish army.

This was thc first occasion en which the Spanish and Dutch anules met
in thc open ficíd. tjntil this momcnt thc war had ficen a sucecssion of small
skirmisbes, guerilla warfare aud sieges. Now for the first time the Duteh
commander had to risk dic entire military migfit of the Republie in a single
fiattle. Although te a certain extent this was the challenge he fiad fleen
prcparing fis army for, his attitude Icaned more to Fabius Cunetator than
lo Caesar or Seipio.

Te stiffcn morale of the treops, the Dutch commanders decided to seod
the flcet cfi tosca so as to cffectivelv burn their bridges. The order of battle
chosen might have come straight frem a Reman example. Compared with
thc Spanish order of hattlc, Maurits arranged fis army in mach smaller units
wfiich had beco trained in articulated movements. A small number of
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cannon could be moved onto the beach en which the battle would fie fought.
Thc beach was vcry wide at lew tide aod would get much narrower with the
rising of the tide. The centre of the Dutch fermation which weuld have te
withstand thc ooslaught of dic Spanish Tercios was composed of English
velunteers, the most trusted infantry jo the Dutch army. They wcrc
commanded by Sir Francis Vere. Other non-Dutch units lo the army
consisted of German, Scottish. Walloen aod Swiss troeps. The cempositien
of thc Spanish army was cqually cosmepolitan: Spanish, Italian. Walloon,
Cierman, lrish and Burgundian.

Religieus ferveur was net the menopely of the Spanish army. Ihe army
of the Dutch Republie was emphatically protestaot. The motivatien of maoy
of thc forcign voluntccrs was te fight Reman Cathelicism. Just befere the
fightiog began. the chaplain of Couot Maurits of Nassau was asked te pray
in front uf the troeps for victery. This chaplain was Johannes Uytcnbogaert
(1557-1644), jo later life thc subject ola fameus painting by Rembrandt,
new in dic Rijksmuseum jo Amsterdam.

The battlc was decided by the advantage of the fiettcr articulation of
the more modern Dutch arrny. a reserve of cavalry kept hidden behind the
dunes until thc final momcot, and the presence el artillery in the Dutch
arrny which fiad ficen better placed and which disposed of canister shot. At
the end of thc day, dic Spanish army breke and was largcly everrun.
dispersed. killed or captured. The Archduke could escape, only his horse
was captured and breught triumphaotly te Flelland. whcre it figured in a
painting by Jacob de Ghcyn.

Francisco Hurtado de Mendoza was captured and had dinoer en the
battleficld with Ceunt Maurits en thc sanie evening. He was then takcn te
The Hagne os a statc prisener and treated with great distinctien until fis
exchange against alí Dutch prisoncrs in Spanish hands jo 1602. lo the
meantime he figured at alí impertant state eccasieos jo The Hague as an
honeured guest and a marvel fer alí te sec.

Thc battle of Nieuwpoert, tactical victory as it was, preved te be a
stratcgic defeat. The plans te capture the Flemish ceast fiad te be
afiandoned. No Dntch commander weuld ever thereafter risk the existence
of thc Republic in a single land battlc. This privilege new felí te the admirals
of the Dutch fleet. Thc result of the battlc was, after many years of stalemate,
an armistice which interrupted thc 80 years of conflict between Holland
and Spain for 12 ycars.

Fioally, thc date 1600 - Battle of Nieuwpoort remaios firmly engraved
jo thc Dutch national ceoscience for reaseos oebedy fully uoderstands at
thc present day.
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