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Personal Violence in the Frisian Countryside

Introduction

The Middle Ages and personal violence seem to belong together. Johan Huizinga
made such an argument compellingly over a hundred years ago in his classic
study of late medieval society: the medieval man was impulsive and inclined
to follow his emotions, both in joy and in anger (Huizinga, 1919).1 If he was
defamed in his honour or if something was done to his family, it immediately
called for revenge, which often resulted in a bloody brawl ending in manslaughter.
Whether this image, adopted by many, of a lack of self-control at all levels is
correct is questionable, but it cannot be denied that the level of violence in
the late Middle Ages and early modern times was high. Numerous studies have
shown that for the whole of Europe private violence killed far more people on
average before 1600 than in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries (About the
trends in the explanation of the down-trend: Hanlon, 2013: 367-400). This has
been investigated most extensively for England, with its rich surrendered judicial
sources, but it should be noted that significant and sometimes difficult to explain
differences per city and region have been identified (recent overview in Sharpe,
2016).

For the Northern Netherlands, research into violent crime has certainly been
carried out since the 1960s, such as the studies by Berents, Boomgaard and
Müller (Berents, 1976; Boomgaard, 1992; Müller, 2017; for an overview of the
research also in the Southern Netherlands until 2000 see Rousseau, 2001). Their
work, however, focused on cities, which is understandable because that is where
most extensive and best archival material has been preserved. The picture for the
rural areas is still largely unfinished, with the exception of late fourteenth-century
South Holland, to which Wayne TeBrake dedicated an essay (TeBrake, 1993).
If we leave aside the numerical aspect for a moment and direct our gaze to the

1 Chapter 1 is titled ’s Levens felheid (literally: the vehemence of life) in Dutch but translated into
English as “The violent tenor of life”, focuses not so much on the violence itself as on the violent
nature of medieval emotion.
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Frisian lands that are the subject of this essay, we can conclude on the basis
of legal texts, lists of fines and court registers that there are now a number of
fascinating studies on the honour-related violence and feuding that were prevalent
there (Nijdam, 2008; Van der Meer, 2012). Partly they have a legal-historical,
partly a historical-linguistic, and partly a historical-anthropological character.
Peter Hoppenbrouwers’ recent book on Village Community and Conflict in late
medieval Drenthe fits in nicely with this, including his analyses of the blood
vengeance tradition (Hoppenbrouwers, 2008). All these studies now give the
impression that physical and verbal personal violence was a daily phenomenon in
late medieval Friesland and Drenthe.2 In addition, it is by no means clear whether
the developments in the rural areas were different from those in the cities, and
whether differences between the various rural regions can also be identified: for
example, were people in the farming communities of the infertile peat and sand
areas of Southeast Friesland and Drenthe more inclined to take the law into
their own hands, with a dagger or a knife, than in the fertile clay zones between
Harlingen and Dokkum? Was there a pacifying role for the new central state,
which, after 1498 in the region of Friesland, started to put criminal justice on
a Roman law basis and reserved the appointment of judges to itself? And how
variable were the various judges’ roles in combating criminal violence?

In this essay, I mainly try to answer the first question, using a series of
financial-administrative sources from the years 1524-1530 that have been pre‐
served for fourteen of the 30 Frisian grietenijen (legal districts). These are accounts
from the archives of the (Habsburg) steward general of Friesland, in which the
grietmannen (judges and administrators) had to account for their income from the
administration of justice. This meant that they had to record transparently what
they had collected in fines and compositions, from whom and for what crime. The
presence of these documents has been known for some time but they have not yet
been studied for crime-historical research (Tresoar: Rentmeestersrekeningen, inv.
nos 35-47; for an explanation Heerma van Voss, 1949; Compare Theissen, 1907:
184-186, 238). It is important for their relevance that the thirteen surviving series
by chance show a balanced distribution across the province. They also cover the
two grietenijen West- and Ooststellingwerf adjacent to Drenthe. (recent edition of
the accounts concerning these districts: Bloemhof – Van Duijl – Galema, 2017).
However, it should now be emphasised that the violence treated in these series
only covers homicide obliquely. This is because, since the inauguration of Duke
Albrecht of Saxony in 1498 as ruler of the country, the grietmannen were no longer
authorised to bring capital crimes to justice. That competence was reserved for
the Court in Leeuwarden, including after 1524 when the whole region had to
accept the authority of Charles V and became part of the Habsburg Netherlands.

2 Figures on the number of blood vengeance cases in Drenthe that got out of hand are not available, but
the containment proposals devoted to them in the surviving legal codifications and case comments
do suggest that these types of feuds repeatedly led to social disruption, which the judges and
administrators were seriously concerned about (Hoppenbrouwers, 2018: 239).
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Nevertheless, the accounts do provide information on murder and manslaughter,
because the grietmannen were involved in tracing the perpetrators and were
also allowed to charge the costs. If murderers and manslayers were convicted
in Leeuwarden, we find them in the preserved judgments of the Court of Fries‐
land (Tresoar, Archief Hof van Friesland, Crimineel Sententieboek 1516-1542,
inv. no. 7488). No comparable accounts for the Frisian cities are found in the
accounts. In order to determine the level of crime there, we have to rely solely
on two urban court registers handed down for Leeuwarden and Sneek, for the
years 1502-1504 and the periods 1490-1496 and 1507-1517 respectively. There
are good editions of both sources, mostly still written in the Old Frisian language
(Vries – Oosterhout, 1982; Oosterhout, 1960). Finally, for the normative aspect,
we can rely on the so-called Saksische Ordonnantie (Saxon Ordinance) of 1504
on which the grietmannen had to base their judgments and compositions (Thoe
Schwartzerberg en Hohenlansberg, 1773: vol. II, 35-51).

The grietenijen and the judicial process within them

The grietenij can be understood as a bailiff’s district that comprised several church
villages. In total, the region of Friesland had 30 such districts, outside the cities.
On average, there are thirteen parishes per grietenij, with Rauwerderhem (six) and
Wonseradeel (twenty-seven) as outliers. This is a little more than the average for
all the grietenijen together. With 175 villages, out of a total of 344 for the whole of
Friesland in the middle of the sixteenth century, the survey covers half the region
(49.7%), in a random selection. This also applies if we include the numbers of
farms that made up all those villages in 1640. For our fourteen districts, there were
4679, compared to 9991 for Friesland in total: amounting to 47%.3

These seventeenth-century farm figures also provide the basis for an estimate
of the population numbers.4 If we multiply them by five (assuming the same
number of people per farm household), and add a sixth to these numbers per
village for the non-agricultural population in the houses around the church, we
arrive at an approximate total of just under 29,000 inhabitants (compared to
just under 60,000 for the countryside as a whole).5 The population of all the

3 The so-called Stemkohieren (Voting Registers) of 1640 with their records of vote-bearing farms are the
oldest source covering the whole region in this respect: (Spanninga, 2012: 48). Although they reflect
the situation of more than a century later, they do give an indication for rural areas because, between
1530 and 1640, little new land was reclaimed and only a few new farms were founded in the grietenijen
concerned. At most, some new units were formed in some villages by splitting up existing farmsteads.

4 Older sources have not been provided to cover this. Faber, 1973: 20-24 tried to arrive at rough total
figures on the basis of the Register van de Aanbreng of 1511, a land registry per farmstead, set up for tax
purposes, which covers less than half of the region. His estimate is that in 1511 Friesland had about
75,000 inhabitants, with an upper limit of 80,000 and a lower limit of 72,000.

5 Wonseradeel then had 3,948, Hennaarderadeel 1,530, Baarderadeel 1,896, Rauwerderhem
822, Leeuwarderadeel 2,394, Oostdongeradeel 1,926, Doniawerstal 2,448, Dantumadeel 1,674,
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Frisian cities will have been around 20,000 at that time. If we add to this the popu‐
lation of the approximately 50 monasteries then in use, which amounted to ap‐
proximately 1,000, the population of the province of Friesland as a whole in the
period 1511-1524 will have comprised close to 80,000 people.6 So our grietenijen
would have had just over a third of those 80,000 within their limits.

Figure XI.1 Grietenijen for which information is available on the violence in the years
1524-1530. Light grey: clay; grey: peat and sand; striped: boundary between the clay
and the sandy and peaty areas

Smallingerland 1,568, Haskerland 1,380, Schoterland 2,028, Ooststellingwerf 1,902 and
Weststellingwerf 4,788 inhabitants. Actually, the differences between them are of little significance
because they are related to the number of residential centres per grietenij.

6 That is slightly higher than the figure of 75,000 given by Faber, 1973: 24.
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Some grietenijen were rich, others relatively poor. The differences can generally
be traced back to the landscape and soil fertility. The prosperous districts were
those in the clay and clay on peat area in the west and north of the province. Of
our thirteen grietenijen, Wonseradeel, Hennaarderadeel, Baarderadeel, Rauwerder‐
hem, Leeuwarderadeel and Oostdongeradeel were among them. The poorer areas
were all the sand and peat districts in the east and south, also referred to as Wold
grietenijen as they were located in the Zevenwouden quarter. They had been laid
open by settlers in the ninth and tenth centuries, on strip-shaped farm plots. In
the sixteenth century, these areas were still characterised by an egalitarian social
structure. The nobility was almost absent there, and control was in the hands of
relatively poor freeholders. This certainly applied to the grietenijen of West- and
Ooststellingwerf adjacent to the province of Drenthe and to the northern border‐
ing Schoterland, as well as to the small Aengwirden, Haskerland, Doniawerstal
and Smallingerland. Dantumadeel is an intermediate case because it was com‐
posed of both clay and peat villages. The relative prosperity of the grietenijen can
be seen from the height of the 1550 floreen tax on the basis of the Register of
Contributions of 1511.The wealth ratio between the grietenijen can be deduced

Figure XI.2 Relative wealth of the grietenijen on the basis of the floreen (land tax rate) in gold
guilders, calculated per village around 1550
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from the height of the floreen land tax in 1550 on the basis of the Register van de
Aanbreng of 1511.7

After the middle of the thirteenth century, court hearings in these grietenijen
were conducted by an elected grietman, as successor to the count’s sheriff or skelta.
His title refers to the Old Frisian greta, which means to indict. Due to the poor
source tradition, it is difficult to determine how the grietmen were appointed in
the period of Frisian communal autonomy and what their terms of office were in
the various districts. In most of the grietenijen there seems to have been a system
of rotation, in which the ownership of voting ‘qualified’ farms was the deciding
factor. It can be assumed that wealthy landowners frequently held these positions.
One factor was that the judge had to have military skills as well as prestige and
authority, in order to be able to force unruly convicted men to obey the court and,
in the event of external threats, to lead the district militia. This was certainly a
reason for many peasant landowners to sometimes cede their turn to rich village
aristocrats, called ‘hoofdelingen’ (capitanei in Latin), with power reserves and
defensible stone houses. In the clay areas, it appears that in the last half of the
fifteenth century, the grietman offices were often in the hands of such noblemen.

At the beginning of his reign, the Duke of Saxony therefore restricted the
competence of the courts of justice in the grietenijen: capital crimes were now
to be tried by the newly created Court in Leeuwarden, which, in addition to
being the central court of justice and court of appeal, also acted as the highest
administrative court (Huussen, 1978: 246-247; Theissen, 1907:185-194). The
basis for the jurisdiction of both the Court and the grietman was laid down in
the Saksische Ordonnantie issued by Georg of Saxony in 1504. Incidentally, this
still appears to contain many criminal provisions from the Old Frisian customary
law, as recorded, for example, in the Ommelander Landrecht (Ommelander Land
Law) of 1448 (Gerbenzon, 1959: 144-145). The Saksische Ordonnantie remained
in force during the entire Habsburg period up to 1580.

Thus, after 1498, the grietenij court functioned as a court of first instance for
the countryside, with the grietman appointed as judge by the sovereign or his
stadtholder. In the Habsburg administration, it was also called the nedergerecht
(literally: the lower court). As before, the grietman was responsible for maintain‐
ing peace and order. He was assisted in this by village judges, who took care of
small matters in their area, such as field damage and road and dike maintenance.
They were also required to report crimes, inspect wounds and assist with the
arrest of lawbreakers and to present them to the board of the grietman and his
assessors. These village judges and the assessors from their midst were all elected
by the grietman. Each of the four subdistricts of the grietenij was supposed to
deliver an assessor. One of them could act as a substitute grietman or deputy.

7 ‘Composed on the basis of a list of the land tax rate for all the grietenijen, towns and cities in Friesland,
adjusted and corrected in 1582, from the time of steward general Boudewijn van Loo: HCL, Archives
of the municipality of Leeuwarden, deel 1511-1919, inv. no. 1270.
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The grietman also had a secretary at his disposal, who was also involved in the
interrogation of witnesses.

Most of the cases dealt with by the grietenij courts were civil matters, concern‐
ing the ownership of real estate. Another main task was to punish all excesses,
mostly using the rates set out in the Saksische Ordonnantie. In the case of serious
crimes for which corporal punishment was imposed, it was up to the grietman
to detain suspects, interrogate them and send the necessary ‘preparatory’ informa‐
tion to Leeuwarden for trial by the Court. The grietman’s court met regularly, at
least once every four weeks, alternately in a number of central villages where it
was customary to do so. Among the income that the grietman was allowed to
enjoy from it was half of the fines that he imposed on right-wing offenders. The
other half he had to hand over to the sovereign, and thus to his regional steward
general in Leeuwarden; reason also that the verdict data on which we rely, and
which for the most part concern fines and compositions, have been recorded in
the accounts.

The concept of a fine (boete) warrants some explanation. Originally, the term
only refers to the compensation that the offender owed the plaintiff and his family
in order to restore normal relations after an injury or insult (Van der Meer, 2012:
49-51). Part of the purpose of payment was to prevent revenge by the victim’s
party. The word bote in this sense is related to the element bet in ‘better’. The rates
that applied to this compensation were related to the estimated loss of income
(for systematics in the Old Frisian compensation tariffs: Nijdam, 2008: 58 e.fol.).
However, in addition to this fine to be paid to the victim, the perpetrator also
had to pay money to the court for violating or breaking the peace. This element
was traditionally referred to as peace money or breakage. According to tradition,
the perpetrator lost half as much for this breach as for the fine. If we follow
the Saksische Ordonnantie, Article 97 entitled Des rechters part van den peenen
(The judges’ share of the penalties) does indeed stipulate that the judge could
claim half as much for all breaches as the plaintiff or the party of the victim.
Incidentally, in many provisions, only the plaintiff is listed as the receiving party.
This is also referred to as the ‘part(s)’. Article 81 about Slaegen sonder blaeu oft bloet
(blows without blue or blood), for example, states that the plaintiff receives half
a gold guilder from the perpetrator, from which it may also be deduced that the
perpetrator owed a quarter of a gold guilder on top of this to the court. It can
be inferred from these and other articles that, in cases involving a plaintiff, the
amounts of fines recorded in their accounts by the grietmannen only relate to the
fractional part, and that the payments that the perpetrators had to make to the
plaintiffs elude us.

We have to realise, however, that the vast majority of the posts of interest to
us are of a compositional nature. In other words, a settlement has been reached
between the grietman and the perpetrator, with the latter agreeing to pay the
fine imposed on him. This is expressed in different ways in the texts. It is often
reported that the offender for his or her misdemeanour ‘has entered into an agree‐
ment with the grietman’ in order to pay the subsequently mentioned amount. In
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the case of Van Pybe Renickz in Hijum, for example, who had stabbed a certain
Buwa Ackis with a through wound ‘because he had agreed with the grietman
at IX p. XV st.’ (Tresoar: Rentmeestersrekeningen, no. 36 (Leeuwarderadeel),
1524-1525, p. 35). The term composeren is also often used, in various spellings, and
occasionally the term dading, found in the verb verdanicken, which incidentally
also means ‘to enter into an agreement’. There are plenty of indications that, when
making his composition (before he could determine the breakage amount), the
grietman strongly took into account the financial resources of the perpetrator.
Because, according to the Saksische Ordonnantie, the amount of the fracture was
linked to that of the fine imposed on the complainant or the victim party, it is
obvious to assume that the plaintiff was always involved in the agreement. After
all, through the composition, the court ruled that the perpetrator was further
exempted from prosecution, which was difficult to achieve if the plaintiff was not
satisfied (detailed on composition: Van Caenegem, 1954).

It was, of course, common in disputes and duels that the parties were both
perpetrators and victims, and that their compensation could be offset against one
another. If there was no plaintiff, we assume that no payment would have been
made to the perpetrator in favour of the victim party and that the fine imposed
would have been paid in its entirety to the authorities. This is difficult to establish,
however, because the grietmannen rarely mention a plaintiff in their accounts.

The Saksische Ordonnantie has a hybrid character in this respect. It has already
been emphasised in the literature that the indigenous Frisian law in it has largely
been replaced by Roman law (see Huussen, 1978: 245-246; Theissen, 1907:
185-194; Gerbenzon, 1959: 144-145). This is certainly true for the first part,
with articles 1-44 containing procedural law. Central to this is the inquisitorial
procedure, with the investigation, examination of witnesses and use of written
documents as evidence. The passive nature of the court, in which cases were only
brought by charge and accusation, had given way to active intervention by court
officers. It has already been established for the town of Sneek that the new proce‐
dure had consequences for fines and breaches of the peace. Violators or offenders,
for example, were more likely to pay fines to the city rather than to victims. In
this case, for those offenders who were unable to pay their fines immediately, the
aldermen established payment arrangements or had goods seized (Van der Meer
2012: 72-76). At the same time, the provisions of the Saksische Ordonnantie left
enough room for plaintiffs or victims to raise issues and obtain compensation. In
the case of Sneek, therefore, the magistrate still often acted as a mediator, allowing
conciliation procedures, in an effort to prevent escalation.

The accounts and their structure

In order to understand the crime figures, we first need to say something about the
main sources: the stewards’ accounts of the grietmannen. These are all structured
in the same way according to the rules of the Court of Holland, which are in
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keeping with the Burgundian tradition (more about this tradition: Stein, 2017:
205-231). Thirteen bundles have been surrendered, with the proviso that that of
Schoterland also covers the small Aengwirden, which was then under the same
grietman. The bundles are large in size, each containing between fifty and one
hundred pages of text. They were logically drawn up under the responsibility of
the grietman and were handed over by him personally to the steward general in
Leeuwarden.8 Almost all of them, however, seem to have been written by the
grietenij scribes.9 In the margins one often finds comments from the administering
officials, among other things about the expenses that had been incurred during
the court proceedings and that were deducted by the grietman from his contribu‐
tion (good and accessible representation in Bloemhoff – Van Duijl – Galema,
2017; explanation of the transcription on pp. 24-25). Each account appears to
have been checked per financial year, with interim additions per heading and
totals at the end, resulting in the total sum that the grietman had to pay to the
steward general or could recover from him. According to the different writer’s
hands, the accounts were always recorded by the Court of Auditors’ staff. For each
financial year, the accounts are always signed at the end by the steward general and
one or more councillors or another member of the Court of Auditors.10

Each account starts with a brief explanation of the rights and obligations of
the grietman. It explains that the grietman may retain part of the amount remain‐
ing after the expenses have been deducted from the income, provided that his
documentation is properly accounted for. Calculations were made in (Holland)
pounds and stuivers (hereafter translated as pennies). Other units were sometimes
used, but it turns out that they were always calculated back to the pound of twenty
pennies. Furthermore, the period of the account is mentioned. In principle it
always covered a year, running from 1 October (Bamisse, or St Bavo’s Day) to
30 September. However, the first year started on 11 October 1524, shortly after
the swearing in of the new grietmannen on 10 October. Ooststellingwerf is the
exception because its first register, in the name of grietman Johannes Koens, ran
from 2 October 1524 to 20 December of the same year. This has to do with the
fact that Koens had in the meantime been set aside in favour of Gerrit Kost,11 who
kept his account until Bamisse 1525 and followed the prescribed deadlines in the
following years.

The accounts always deal first with revenue and then with expenditure. The
income section always includes first the so-called consent money (a property

8 Only in one case is it reported that the scribe of the grietenij handed over the account on behalf of
the grietman: for Smallingerland in respect of the financial year 1529-1530 (by Lyeuwe Botte zoon):
Tresoar, Rentmeestersrekeningen: 38 (Smallingerland), p. 111.

9 This is evidenced by the occasional annual change of writer’s hands for grietenijen whose grietmannen
themselves remained in office.

10 In the first two years (1524-1525 and 1525-1526), two counsellors were involved in the hearing. For
the later financial years, two or three members of the Court of Auditors simply signed.

11 The reason for the change of the grietman is not known (Bloemhoff – Van Duijl – Galema, 2017: 14).
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transfer tax, which was paid entirely to the grietman,12 then deals with the income
from fines and compositions, and then possibly smaller items such as the ‘criminal
cases’ whose proceeds were paid entirely to the emperor. Understandably, most of
the information for our topic comes from the notes on the income from fines and
compositions, which was the main source of income for the grietman, in addition
to the revenues from the consent money. However, there are also some sections on
costs that are important for our topic. These apply in particular to expenditure on
the collection of fines, the temporary detention of suspects and the investigation.

The share of violence in the crime spectrum

How do the various forms of physical and verbal violence fit into the general
crime figures for the grietenijen concerned? An answer to this question can be
deduced from the graph above, which shows the number of cases treated per
grietenij in relation to the number of inhabitants. There are a few things that
immediately catch the eye.

The first is that the differences are large but seem to have nothing to do with
their location, soil and prosperity. The small grietenij Rauwerderhem, partly lo‐
cated on clay, for example, peaks enormously compared to the large Leeuwarder‐
adeel with a large number of cases. It is also striking that the sparsely populated
Ooststellingwerf, located in the sand and peat areas, has a much higher ‘score’
than the adjacent but more densely populated Weststellingwerf. Dantumadeel
also stands out. With its 88 cases, it was the district with the second highest
crime rate, following the densely populated Wonseradeel. The explanation for this
pattern is not to be found in the capricious nature of the crime in general, but in
the prosecution policy of the respective grietmannen. We will see that the grietman
of Dantumadeel, the academically trained Mr Syds Tjaarda, showed himself to
be a very active judge who did his best to track down as many offenders and
crimes as possible. This same profile does not apply, for example, to Joost van
Burmania, who chaired the Leeuwarderadeel court. Rather, this judge seems to
have been reluctant to investigate private violence in his grietenij in particular.
A telling case in this respect concerns the actions of the successive grietmannen
of Smallingerland: Baucke Kuyper, who was active for two nine-month periods
between 11 October 1524 and 1 June 1527, and Sake Herjouwsma in Beets, who
succeeded him and certainly remained in office until September 1530. Among
the former, who – witness the irony of history – had to be dismissed because
he had committed manslaughter and fled the country, no fewer than 40 cases
were dealt with, including many violent crimes (Andreae, 1893: 47). Among the
second were only nine, six of which related to simple thefts. This shows, however,
that Sake Herjouwsma had little or no interest in punishing violence during his

12 For information on this ‘consent money’ (a tax of half a penny per gold guilder on the transfer of
property), see Drielsma, 1974.
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term of office, which lasted more than three years. This personal factor is therefore
extremely important to take into account. On the part of the Court of Auditors,
no comment was made in the accounts on the more or less active behaviour of the
grietmannen. Only once – perhaps not entirely coincidentally after all – is the griet‐
man of Ooststellingwerf praised for his ‘diligence’.13

Classifying crimes is not that simple. For the sake of comparability, it would
seem advisable not to create new categories but to make use of already existing
classifications. We follow the practice of Berents, who focuses on the legal objects
affected (Berents, 1976: 10-11). He distinguishes four main categories: crimes of
aggression or violence, crimes against property, crimes against the government,
and crimes against morality, and one remaining category ‘other crimes’. If we
adhere to his classification here – where verbal violence is not classified separately
but is included in the main category of aggressive or criminal offences – and try
to place all kinds of doubtful cases of crimes of a compound nature as logically as

Figure XI.3 Number of criminal cases per grietenij 1524-1530, in relation to the estimated
population average per village

13 This was as a comment on the fact that he had declared no fewer than £4 for sixteen days travelling
around his district to collect fines: ‘this has been accorded to the grietman this time, because of
his diligence, and because he is sitting on the borders’: Tresoar, Rentmeestersrekeningen: no. 46,
Ooststellingwerf, p. 77.
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possible, we arrive at the following percentage ratios for the various grietenijen in
our file.

Again, the differences between the grietenijen are striking. It is obvious that
aggressive or violent crimes dominate strongly. The judges in Haskerland and
Schoterland with Aengwirden dealt almost exclusively with violent crimes. And
the percentages are also high in other Wold grietenijen. Nevertheless, the nature of
the landscape does not appear to be decisive in every respect, as the clay grieteni‐
jen Wonseradeel and Oostdongeradeel show equally high figures. Averaging the
numbers gives a combined percentage of 75% for violent crime for all fourteen
districts.

The consequence of this large proportion of violent crimes is that the size of
other categories is comparatively very small. Calculated in percentages, we find
9%, 6% and 6% respectively for property crimes, crimes against morality and
crimes against the government, with the remaining 4% for the remaining category.
We would perhaps not have expected higher figures for vice crimes and acts
against the state, referring to the numbers established for a number of cities in
the north of the Netherlands (Berents, 1985: 195-198). However, the fact that
property crimes in the grietenij records account for less than 10% on average is
somewhat puzzling, especially if we relate them to the figures for Drenthe, where

Figure XI.4 Proportion of violent crime cases to other cases
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between 1563 and 1583 in the cases dealt with by the ‘goorspraak’ courts property
crimes and violent crimes took precedence (Van Deursen, 1985: 280; figures
by Mulder, 1960: 50-74). The example of Dantumadeel shows that thefts were
indeed committed there and could also be traced. Thefts related particularly to the
removal of cattle. The fact that petty thefts on the one hand and serious offences
such as robbery on the other fell under the jurisdiction of different courts may
have played a role here: the first under the jurisdiction of the village judges, the
second under the capital jurisdiction of the Court in Leeuwarden. The example
of the so-called gang of Johan Stenbar who was tried in Groningen in 1547 for
an enormous number of excessive crimes committed over a series of years shows
that at that time there was organised violent and cross-border robbery crime
that also affected the Frisian districts, particularly in the coastal region (Bakker –
Huussen, 1992). Where, however, information is found in the grietenij accounts
on manslaughter cases that had to be referred to the Court, there is little such data
on referred serious thefts and robberies. Most of the property offences dealt with
by the grietmannen concern simple forms of burglary and embezzlement by poor
villagers. The fines paid for these offences were relatively low. The fact that the
fining of such ‘have-nots’ yielded little may have been a motive for a number of
grietmannen – with the energetic Syds Tjaarda again as an exception – to devote
little energy to their investigation and prosecution.

This was not the case with the category of vice offences, more specifically
adultery and bigamy, which accounted for the vast majority of the 41 registered
cases in this area.14 Normally, the punishment of adulterers in the late Middle
Ages was a matter for the ecclesiastical court (see for example, the practice in Zee‐
land around 1500: Van Moolenbroek, 2006: 274-278). If, for example, adulterers
were sued before the municipal court of Utrecht, they were only ordered to end
their extra-marital relationships (Berents, 1976: 114). It was not until the end
of the fifteenth century that the aldermen in Haarlem began to show an interest
in men and women having extramarital relationships, which did not result in
a large number of criminal cases (Müller, 2017: 84-85). It remains to be seen
whether, in Friesland, the ecclesiastical courts had already lost their importance at
this time and would have handed over some of their competence in matrimonial
matters to the secular courts. What is certain is that the Saksische Ordonnantie
of 1504 contains two important provisions that gave grietmannen the power to
act in this area. The most important of these is Article 115 Van Ebreckeren (of
adulterers). This states that adulterers can be punished by the court with a fine
of 25 gold guilders, in addition to the compensation they have to pay to the
injured party.15 At that time, 25 gold guilders was a huge sum of money, much

14 There is no mention of sodomy in the grietenij accounts. There is, however, a serious case of child
abuse in Sibrandahuis, within Dantumadeel, committed by the schoolteacher vicar, Mr Ballinck, who,
by the way, was put on the wheel for it in Leeuwarden.

15 At least, that is how I interpret here the somewhat cryptic wording: ‘die eebreeckeren zall teghen den
part als zyn beddeghenoet verbetert worden na rechte, ende teghen den rechter in 25 gg als zo dickwyll als
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higher than, for example, the amount that perpetrators of violence had to pay
for inflicting severe stab wounds. At the time, it had the purchase value of one
hectare of fertile clay land (Faber, 1973: 322).16 None of the grietmannen imposed
this maximum sentence and some judges in the poorer regions went a long way
towards meeting less wealthy matrimonial breaches.17 Nevertheless, as we can see
from the graph below, a number of grietmannen drew a substantial proportion of
their criminal justice income from a limited number of adultery trials. In the case
of Baarderadeel, for example, three such cases generated more than half of the
total revenue for all 24 trials combined. The fact that many of the grietmannen
used named informants for these cases also suggests that the financial motive
played a role in the inquisitorial process, particularly for this type of crime.

The category of crimes against the state is relatively small and covers such
cases as resistance to the execution of a sentence, failure to show up at the com‐
pulsory militia mustering of able-bodied men,18 negligent dike maintenance and
suchlike. The remaining category includes reports of indeterminate misconduct
and breach of the peace, as well as the only case of religious heterodoxy that we
have come across in the accounts.19

Minor and gross violence

In Old Frisian law, however, a distinction is made between violent cases (wielde‐
like seka) and fight cases (fiuchtlika seka), whereby the first category is linked to
feuds and the second to the exercise or threat of violence in the private sphere
in disputes and conflicts between individuals (His, 1901: 36). The fiuchtlike
seka includes in particular the huusbreeck, or the intrusion into a house after an
enemy attack, which often involved robbery, looting and arson (Vries, 2005:138).
It will be clear, however, that private and family disputes could just as easily
have resulted in this type of violence. Breaking into and destroying homes, but
also knocking down other people’s fences, spoiling crops or mistreating animals
could have been means of retaliating as revenge for a perceived injustice. We

dat ghesciet, ghestraft worden’ (lit: the adulterers will be corrected with a fine against both the plaintiff
and the bed-partner, and will be penalised against (or by?) the judge with a penalty of 25 gg, as often
as it happens). The provision relating to bigamy, in Article 102, leaves it up to the judge to decide the
amount of the fine he wants to impose on the man for the crime.

16 1 ha yielded an average of 1 gg of rent. At least 20 times that amount was needed to purchase the same
1 ha.

17 For example, Syds Tjaarda imprisoned the ‘poor mate’ Nanne Sywerdts, who had committed
adultery with a girl from Groningen when his wife was in labour, for thirteen days in the prison of
Rinsumageest and then released him ‘at the request of many people’. Tresoar: Rentmeestersrekening
no. 37 (Dantumadeel), 1527-1528, p. 111).

18 In Baarderadeel six men were fined separately for this.
19 It concerns an inhabitant of Burgwerd whose son had blasphemed against God ‘and his blessed

mother’. By the way, the offence was that the man had hidden his son. The heresy case itself
apparently fell within the competence of the Court.
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therefore include them here in the set of aggressive crimes, as appropriate in a
series of expressions of violence and acts that can result in serious injuries and
manslaughter.

At the start, or the least life-threatening side of the spectrum, are the offending
acts in which the main motive of the offender was to dishonour the opponent
without physically touching him or her. As a separate subcategory, the ‘ugly words
that are harmful to honour’ can be distinguished here (on this: Bremmer, 1996).
These include swearing and insults, but often also making false accusations. We
find this under the Roman-canonical legal term injurie or injuriose words in the
grietenij accounts, just as we find it in the Saksische Ordonnantie. Injurie then stands
for harmful and disgraceful. Our sources do not provide many details about the
words used: only once is it reported that one person called the other ‘perjury dog’,
and that a woman was called a ‘whoremare’ (Tresoar: Rentmeestersrekeningen,
no. 36 (Oostdongeradeel), 1526-1527, p. 73; Tresoar: Rentmeestersrekeningen,
no. 37 (Dantumadeel), 1526-1527 p. 62).20 There is no doubt, however, that in
all districts, people of both sexes were regularly scolded, and negative suspicions
were voiced, even in church, and that many judges tried to hand out punishments
for it. The ordinance also dealt with what we feel is an innocent allegation that
someone had sold two loaves of bread that were ‘too low in weight’. Anyone
who could not substantiate his act of defamation had to pay a heavy fine (Tre‐
soar: Rentmeestersrekeningen, no. 41 (Hennaarderadeel), 1525-1526, p. 55). The
government was very strict, precisely in order to prevent verbal violence from
escalating into physical abuse and then completely disrupting the social order.
For the injurie woerden, article 85 of the Saksische Ordonnantie stipulates that
the perpetrator can be punished with two gold guilders of compensation to the
plaintiff – and thus one gold guilder (of 28 pence) in court. In practice, this was
only the aim of the compositions in the event of recidivism. Single swearing cost
four to seven pennies. False accusations generally involved larger sums, as in the
case of Wouter ter Wisch in Appelscha, who had damaged Koen Heynes’ honour
with words, ‘which he could not prove’, and who had to pay the grietman no
less than 148 pence (Tresoar: Rentmeestersrekeningen, no. 46 (Ooststellingwerf),
1525-1526, p. 32). From the accompanying graph, in which we have combined all
this data under the heading of verbal abuse, it may be seen that this type of crime
was brought to court in all courts of law with the exception of Haskerland.

A further subcategory within the broad spectrum of violence is that of fighting
that does not lead to internal injuries. It covers the phase in which the expression
of insults and threats would have given way to an attack on the opponent’s body,
but without the use of sharp weapons. This would cover such incidents as brawls,
using fists or sticks, often grabbing each other by the hair. The latter was consid‐
ered a serious affront to personal honour. In Old Frisian it was called fax fang,

20 Tresoar: Rentmeestersrekeningen, no. 36 (Oostdongeradeel), 1526-1527, p. 73;
Rentmeestersrekeningen, no. 37 (Dantumadeel), 1526-1527 p. 62. Compare the insults in
Oosterhout – Vries, 1982: 14.
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but in our sources we always come across the act as haarpluk or plucking hair. A
variant that applied to women concerned the degrading removal of the headscarf
(Tresoar: Rentmeestersrekeningen, no. 38 (Smallingerland), 1524-1525, p. 27).
Other offensive acts in this category, which often appear in the accounts, are kick‐
ing the opponent into the water or throwing beer in his face. In all cases, the sever‐
ity of the punishment focused on the physical effect of the assault. If it was only a
few blows or a simple pulling of hair and there was little bruising (bloody and
blue), an amount between four and ten pennies was charged.21 The fine was larger
if bruising remained visible for a long time or if blood was spilt, i.e. a superficial,
not too serious bleeding wound. Finally, the drawing of knives, or mesluck, as it is
referred to in the Saksische Ordonnantie, fell into the same spectrum. Public carry‐
ing of weapons was forbidden, but the use of bread knives (ytel mes or broet jonge)
was allowed, and men – women did not carry them – would often use them when

Figure XI.5 Ratio between minor and major violent crime cases

21 The Saksische Ordonnantie imposed a fine of half a golden guilder (14 pennies) for each of these
crimes, but as an amount to be paid to the victim. For the breach of the peace, 7 pennies had to
be given to the judge. In many fights, the damages paid by the fighters to each other will have been
erased. See Van der Meer, 2012: 75, who wrongly concludes here that in practice the composition
meant a reduction of half of the fine.
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quarrels got out of hand. If this did not immediately result in stabbing, it could be
dismissed as well with amounts between four and ten pennies.

Although the sub-category of damage or violence against houses, animals and
field produce discussed above cannot, by its very nature, be captured directly
under this minor fighting violence, we have brought it together in numerical
terms because it fell within the same order of magnitude in terms of punishment
and was relatively infrequent. It has to be borne in mind, however, that multiple
housebreaking and destruction were not subject to fixed basic rates and much
depended on the damage caused. The deactivation of a ship in Smallingerland,
for example, composed for 1 gold guilder (28 pennies), was not so expensive at
that time (Tresoar: Rentmeestersrekeningen, no. 38 (Smallingerland), 1525-1526,
p. 46). More substantial was the action of a certain Aucke Sickema who, in
West-Dantumadeel, had chopped off the horns of some of Jeppe Stania’s cattle,
blinded their eyes and bruised their ribs (Tresoar: Rentmeestersrekeningen,
no. 37 (Dantumadeel), 1526-1527, p. 75). He had to pay 70 pennies to the
grietman for this, but that must have been independent of what he had to pay
Stania in compensation.

If we then look at the graph to see how many cases of this twofold category of
‘minor violence’ occurred in the various grietenijen, it is striking that it was most
extensive in the clay districts. In each district these cases numbered more than the
next category of serious but not fatal fighting violence. The only exception in this
respect is Smallingerland, but the picture there seems less representative due to
the appointment of an inactive grietman halfway through the period covered by
our study.

This serious violence always involved severe but ultimately non-lethal injuries
and bone damage, usually inflicted with sharp weapons, which left traces on the
body, in the form of scars, paralysis or other permanent disabilities. Of course,
these could also have been the result of stabbing with a chisel, throwing a jug,
beating with a broom, wielding a poker, scythe or pitchfork, or any implement
that an aggressor had to hand. One could often expect to come across weapons
in these kinds of crimes which able-bodied men had to have available at home in
case they were summoned to the land defence with the county militia (Mol, 2017:
78-82). Occasionally the use of a pike, sword or javelin is encountered, and there
are two reports of the firing of an arrow, presumably with a hand bow. However,
in nine out of ten cases these professional weapons do not seem to have been
used and, as already mentioned, the bread knife was the weapon that caused most
serious injuries.

In Old Frisian, such injuries are known as dolgen. Once we come across the
same term, in the account of Baarderadeel, where in the financial year 1527-1528
it is noted that a certain Wble Fecke, son of Jorwerd, stabbed someone with an
ijnrijch dolch or wound in the chest (Tresoar: Rentmeestersrekeningen, no. 40
(Baarderadeel), 1527-1528, p. 127). For the rest, the sources, entirely in accor‐
dance with the Saksische Ordonnantie, indicate wounds or injuries, the size of
which can be measured. The amount that Wble Fecke’s son had to pay to the
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judge for his breach of the peace, amounting to five pounds and twelve pennies
(makes 112 pence in total) – apart from the compensation to his victim – already
shows that perpetrators could lose a great deal of capital if they committed a
fierce attack. The amounts were in principle related to the degree of dysfunction
of the victim as a result of the damage caused by the crime, with compensation
for manslaughter (wergeld money) forming the basis for all calculations. For
example, a person who lost two eyes, two hands or two feet would be rendered
completely disabled and could no longer be a breadwinner: this was the reason
for the authors of the Saksische Ordonnantie, in line with older traditions, to fine
any perpetrator of manslaughter up to 150 gold guilders for the fine and 75 for
the injury (Thoe Schwartzenberg en Hohenlansberg, 1773: 44 and 45). The loss
of one eye, one hand or one foot logically put the perpetrator on half a wergeld.
When determining the fine and injury money for serious wounds, it was up to the
judge, the assessors, the beadle or two ‘trustful men’ to determine the seriousness
of the breach. Sometimes the depth of the wound could be measured, with a
finger or part of a finger. Often this did not work and it was a matter of the expert’s
eye. We are unable to explain why Pieter van Munnikeburen in 1528 had to pay
the judge in Oost-Dongeradeel 168 pennies for a wound in the breast of Jacob
Douwes, while Jan Popke’s son in the same grietenij lost only 28 pennies for a flesh
wound to the body of one Sipke. The incident of the biting and paralysing of a
finger of a man named Jue by Nitte Tapper in Dantumadeel in 1525 was clearer.
Grietman Syds Tjaarda charged 25 gold guilders (700 pennies) for this, which was
just over the fourth part of the wergeld part that applied to paralysis of thumbs and
fingers in the Saksische Ordonnantie (Tresoar: Rentmeestersrekeningen, no. 37
(Dantumadeel), 1525-1526, p. 48; Thoe Schwartzenberg en Hohenlansberg,
1773: 66). The fact that the grietmannen took the liberty of deviating considerably
from the norm is evident in a similar case that occurred in Baarderadeel in 1529,
where a certain Albert, chest maker of Jellum, had given his Jewish colleague
Israhel in Jorwerd not one but two lame fingers – which must have seriously
impeded the exercise of Israhel’s profession afterwards – and had to hand over 336
pennies to grietman Jarich van Dekema (Tresoar: Rentmeestersrekeningen, no. 40
(Baarderadeel), 1529-1530, p. 176).

There is no added value here in dwelling on the other forms of serious injury
in the category of gross personal violence. Looking at the numbers, partly in
relation to the compositional amounts that were calculated for them, the conclu‐
sion must be drawn that this type of crime was in relative terms most frequently
registered and, in all probability, it also occurred most frequently in the peat and
sand districts of Haskerland, Schoterland (with Aengwirden), Weststellingwerf
and Ooststellingwerf.
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Murder and homicide

The question that then arises is whether this is also in line with the figures
that the accounts give us on fatal crimes. We can be brief about murder in the
mediaeval sense of the insidious and covert killing of others – that the perpetrator
always had to pay with his own life when such cases were dealt with by the
highest court. There were only two cases of this in our fourteen grietenijen: one
in Ooststellingwerf and the other in Leeuwarderadeel. The first was the politically
charged murder in 1524 of Habsburg grietman Vranck Roelofs by a group of
Guelders-minded men who apparently blamed the judge for his change of party
in 1518 (Bloemhoff – Van Duijl – Galema: 11-12).22 The new grietman Gerrit
Kost managed to capture one of the perpetrators, Jan Roelofs, and bring him
to Leeuwarden, where he was beheaded after a short trial on 4 January 1526.
The second case was of a different order. It involved the attempted murder and
burning by a boy who had secretly set fire to his master’s house in 1529 (Tresoar:
Rentmeestersrekeningen, no. 35 (Leeuwarderadeel), 1528-1529, p. 117). It is
unknown whether the action resulted in any victims and what punishment the
boy received after he was handed over to the Court in Leeuwarden.

All the other cases, twenty in all, involve the unintentional killing of a person
known to the perpetrator, as a result of a confrontation that got out of hand,
and involved the use of a knife or other weapon. A typical case is that of a
certain Arcke Gerbets in Schoterland who inflicted on one Douwe Wittes a deep
wound in the shoulder, from which Douwe subsequently died (Tresoar: Rent‐
meestersrekeningen, no. 45 (Schoterland en Aengwirden), 1528-1529, p. 128).
The report includes a remark in the margin that the relatives of the deceased were
still litigating about the case before the Court. It is clear that the grietman was
not allowed to deal with such a manslaughter himself. Article 72 of the Saksische
Ordonnantie, which was quoted earlier, gave the victim’s party or plaintiff room to
decide, together with the judge, whether they wanted to make the perpetrator pay
with money or whether they chose to sue in order to have him pay with his life.
Although the basic rule indicates that a person committing manslaughter would
forfeit his life, it remained possible to deal with it civiliter, that is with money. If
this was the decision taken, the perpetrator had to pay his injury money in full to
the Court and not to the grietman. And so, in many cases of this kind, a counsellor
will have dealt with the case instead of the grietman. When checking the names
in the criminal verdicts of the Court for the period 1524-1530, it is striking that
almost none of the cases of unlawful killing forwarded by the grietmannen to
Leeuwarden resulted in a conviction for which the sentence was the death penalty.
As they were not registered elsewhere, we do not know the numbers involved. It
should also be emphasised that our Frisian grietenij accounts do not contain any

22 Compare: Tresoar, Archief Hof van Friesland, Criminele Sententies, no. 212, fol. 43, with the
explanation that Jan Roelofs, among a number of others, had been waiting for the grietman and
personally ‘assisted and attended the act’, when the grietman was murdered.
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mention of killing in the context of a blood vengeance feud. This suggests that this
phenomenon, which was still well known before the fifteenth century, declined or
was in some way successfully curbed by the central government.

As far as the deployment of the grietmannen is concerned, it can only be
said that they had to do their best to apprehend the perpetrator and obtain
information about his income situation in order to see whether any resources
were available to cover fines and injury money. This was sometimes disappointing,
for example in Schoterland, where in 1525 a certain Hendrick van Drenthe
had stabbed another person’s wife to death and then escaped without leaving any‐
thing but two beds and a copper pot (Tresoar: Rentmeestersrekeningen, no. 45
(Schoterland en Aengwirden), 1524-1525, p. 31). According to the author of the
Court of Audit, these household goods would then have to be put into the hands
of the emperor. In 1530, the Haskerland grietman was similarly confronted with
two manslaughter offenders from the region who were now outside the country
(Tresoar: Rentmeestersrekeningen, no. 44 (Haskerland), 1529-1530, p. 90). From
the approving comment in the margin of the expenditure item, where the griet‐
man reports that he hired a certain Sybren Peekis for two gold guilders ‘who
is waiting for his sign to punish all criminal cases’, it is clear that the steward
understood the need to invest more in the fight against violence, here in particular
(Tresoar: Rentmeestersrekeningen, no. 44 (Haskerland), 1527-1528, p. 67).

An oblique look at how the grietmannen were able to do this is offered by
an expense statement from Syds Tjaarda from Dantumadeel in the case of a
fatal quarrel among workers at the Cistercian abbey of Klaarkamp (Tresoar: Rent‐
meestersrekeningen, no. 37 (Dantumadeel), 1529-1530, pp. 161, 164). After the
incident, in which the cooper’s servant (cueperfeint) Steffen Jacobs from Dronrijp
had caused a life-threatening wound to the body of swineherd (swijneproest)
Tyaerdt Tonys, the grietman immediately put the perpetrator in gaol to wait and
see if Tyaerdt survived. This turned out not to be the case; the victim breathed
his last six days later. Tyaerdt Tonys then personally took Steffen Jacobs to
Leeuwarden with the help of a couple of servants for the case to be dealt with
further there. All in all he charged the steward general 49 pence: 18 (6 x 3)
pence for food and drink, 7 pence for guard money and 24 pence for two days of
transport and allowance costs. No comments were made on these amounts and he
would therefore have been paid the sums claimed; this is understandable because
the grietman had not been able to earn any other compositional money.

With regard to the spread of all these homicide cases, it is striking that
fourteen of the twenty-two took place in the four southern Wold grietenijen
Haskerland (2), Schoterland and Aengwirden (6), Weststellingwerf (3) and Oost‐
stellingwerf (3). If one also includes Dantumadeel with its three cases in this
group, the homicide rate for the Wold region is even higher. The fact that in the
1524-1530 period five homicides were also registered for the Leeuwarderadeel
clay district indicates that coincidence and irregularity will also have played a role.
Bearing in mind, however, that in the same period no homicides were reported for
the other clay grietenijen, and considering that in the four sand and peat districts
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mentioned above, the proportion of gross violence was disproportionately high,
this knowledge leads to the conclusion that there was a significantly high level of
violence in the Wold grietenijen.

In criminal history literature, the homicide figure is always calculated accord‐
ing to the number of deaths per year per 100,000 inhabitants ((Muchembled,
2012: 38-40). As far as our rural area is concerned, figures for a period of only six
years do not exactly provide a solid basis for such an exercise, but if we venture
to compare our 22 cases with the estimated population number of 29,000 and
extrapolate this, at 76 in six years we have a homicide number for all fourteen
grietenijen together of 12.6. This seems substantial, against the background of the
current homicide rate for the whole of the Netherlands of 0.55.23 A more specific
calculation for the four southern Wold grietenijen (fourteen deaths), in relation to
their population of around 10,500 at the time, would result in a relatively high
homicide rate of 22.2 per year (133:6), or – if we include the three other Wold
grietenijen plus Dantumadeel – with seventeen deaths for a population group of
just under 16,000, at 17.1 per year (103:6). The six clay districts with their 12,000
inhabitants would score 6.9 with five deaths.

There is as yet little comparative material available for Friesland. Only for
Leeuwarden and Sneek can a few figures be gleaned from the judicial registers
handed down for those cities. The Stedstiole of Leeuwarden only covers a period
of barely two years, from the spring of 1502 to the beginning of 1504, and
that of Sneek covers the periods 1491-1495 and 1507-1517. In the source of
Leeuwarden, which at that time had about 4,000 inhabitants, with about two
hundred notes on crimes, we come across only one manslaughter (Leeuwarder
stedstiole 1502-1504, no. X, 96: ‘Wybren schomaker … en oer dolgh der by
daedel’). In that of the smaller Sneek, however, for the years 1491-1495, there
were no fewer than thirteen homicides (Sneker Recesboeken, nos 114, 197, 218,
770, 809, 1100, 1210, 1481, 1634, 1792, 1801, 1802 and 1867). These thirteen
cases within five years among a population of 2,400 would give the extremely
high homicide rate of 108 (Schroor, 2011: 195). Strangely enough, for the period
1507-1517, there are only two cases in which a person was stabbed to death.
The differences are difficult to interpret. Perhaps we should bear in mind that
in these turbulent times of party strife, shortly before the establishment of the
Saxon administration, Sneek had a violent culture, which was then more or less
curbed by the new authority.24 The low figure for Leeuwarden of one homicide
within two years, and the equally low number for the later Sneek of two within ten

23 This is only by way of a very rough indication: murder rates for the present day
are difficult to compare with those of earlier centuries. See the lists of intentional
homicide rates on the internet, consulted 7 August 2020: https://nl.qwe.wiki/wiki/List_of
countries_by_intentional_homicide_rate.

24 Although the cases themselves show no direct relationship with party disputes. Van der Meer,
2012: 73, who focused more on the nature of the violence, in which, incidentally, a decline in the
seriousness of the cases also seems to be observed, does not elaborate on this development.
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years, would, if extrapolated against the background of their population numbers,
come to 12.5 and 8.3 respectively. These figures are well in line with Haarlem’s
figure, for which a total of 9 can be calculated for the years 1459-1542 with c. 1.5
deaths per year among a population of c. 16,000 (Müller, 2017: 64). Seen in this
light, Leeuwarden and Sneek would then be positioned between the clay and the
Wold districts with their homicide rates. This will come as little surprise. Although
city councils put a lot of effort into curbing crime, they had to take into account
that, because of the market function, the hustle and bustle and the entertainment
within their cities, there was more chance of instances of violence than in the
surrounding countryside.25

Conclusion

With all the reservations that numerical exercises demand for the Middle Ages
and early modern times, we can first of all establish on the basis of the Frisian
grietenij accounts for the period 1524-1530 that the vast majority of the cases dealt
with or referred to in the district courts concerned crimes of violence. Since there
is as yet little evidence that other offences such as theft and robbery systematically
escaped the attention of the judges, we assume for the time being that crime
in Friesland generally related to instances of personal violence. A second main
conclusion is that there were major differences between the various rural regions
in this area. In the Wolden or sand and peat areas in the south-east of the region,
there were significantly more manslaughter and crimes involving serious injuries
than in the clay districts to the west and north, where less serious violence,
ranging from insult to beating without ‘blue and blood’, was more prevalent. To
the extent that we have a picture of the high level of bloody violence in the
Drenthe region bordering those south-eastern regions – for a number of decades,
incidentally – this seems to be in line with Haskerland, Schoterland and the
Stellingwerven. It remains to be seen how this, and also the anomalous image
for the clay grietenijen, can be explained. The well-known Dutch early modern
historian Arie van Deursen gives as a context that the Drenthe Land Law itself
can be seen as ‘a regulation of the power of the people of Drenthe to take the law
into their own hands’ (Van Deursen, 1985: 274). That in itself, however, explains
little, for why would the Drenten, the Stellingwervers and the Schoterlanders
have held on so strongly to this regulated self-determination, a tradition that had
once been strong in the more economically prosperous clay areas of Friesland
and Groningen? I do not immediately have the answer myself, but I think that
it must somehow be sought in the role of the centralising government – which
began to manifest itself strongly during the period we studied in Friesland –

25 Compare Tebrake, 1993: 280-282, who, while observing a high level of violence in late fourteenth-
century Holland, also concluded that the least urbanised and remote parts of the countryside were
the least violent. This is therefore not in line with our findings for the early sixteenth century.
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and in the communal form of living together, which was comparatively strong
in the relatively poor sand and peat areas, with their limited possibilities for
accumulation of property, and which, more than elsewhere, tended to preserve
and perpetuate the long-established legal traditions. Further research for similar
rural areas elsewhere may provide a better insight into this.
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