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288 woord van dank

   Woord van dank

De geschiedenis van de Matrozenbond was een ‘pracht onderwerp’ voor een proefschrift, 
zo schreef Willem Meijer in zijn memoires. Met het voltooien van dit boek is aan die wens 
voldaan, zij het op een geheel andere manier dan Meijer destijds in gedachten had. Kort 
na mijn afstuderen ontving ik de vraag of ik een dissertatie zou willen schrijven over de 
wervingsproblematiek bij de Koninklijke Marine en de beeldvorming rondom de ‘roode’ 
vloot, grofweg de periode 1870-1918. Met veel enthousiasme begon ik in 2015 aan dit avon-
tuur. Dit boek, dat uiteindelijk breder handelt over de sociale strijd van de Nederlandse 
marinematroos waarbij de Matrozenbond onmiskenbaar een hoofdrol speelde, is het 
eindresultaat van jarenlang onderzoek. 

Zonder de stimulerende woorden van verschillende personen was dit boek niet tot 
stand gekomen. In de eerste plaats ben ik zeer veel dank verschuldigd aan mijn promotor 
prof. dr. Ben Schoenmaker. Van meet af aan had hij vertrouwen in mijn kunnen. Terwijl 
ik nog bezig was in de wirwar aan informatie een rode draad te ontdekken, zag hij al een 
mooi boek voor zich. Zijn enthousiasme voor het onderwerp werkte erg motiverend. Zijn 
scherpzinnige commentaar heeft in belangrijke mate bijgedragen aan het boek dat nu 
voorligt. Mijn copromotor dr. Anita van Dissel ben ik eveneens veel dank verschuldigd. 
Zij las alle hoofdstukken kritisch mee en hielp mij met het vinden van een heldere be-
tooglijn. Veel heb ik geleerd van haar kennis en ervaring op het gebied van de maritieme 
geschiedenis. Een bijzonder woord van dank gaat ook uit naar prof. dr. J.R. Bruijn, die het 
gehele manuscript meelas en van commentaar voorzag. 

De afgelopen jaren had ik het voorrecht over twee vaste werkplekken te mogen be-
schikken, een luxe die voor maar weinig promovendi is weggelegd. Enerzijds was dat 
het Instituut voor Geschiedenis aan de Universiteit Leiden (de eigenlijke werkgever), an-
derzijds het Nederlands Instituut voor Militaire Historie (nimh) te Den Haag (de sub-
sidiegever). Beide instituten hebben bijgedragen aan mijn vorming als historicus, vaak 
vulden ze elkaar mooi aan. Zo zorgden de Leidse collega’s ervoor dat ik mijn onderwerp 
in zowel de wetenschappelijke literatuur als in een brede maatschappelijke context bleef 
bezien, terwijl mijn Haagse collega’s mij met veel passie wegwijs maakten in de organi-
satie en de historiografie van de marine, een wereld met eigen gewoonten en gebruiken. 
Deze militaire vorming en bewustwording zorgden ervoor dat ik mij beter in de hoofd-
personen kon verplaatsen. Een dergelijke kruisbestuiving tussen ‘theorie’ en ‘praktijk’, 
tussen verleden en heden wens ik iedere promovendus toe.

In Leiden waren Frank Bethlehem, Jerem van Duijl en Jaap Ligthart mijn kamergeno-
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ten. Het was goed om samen op te trekken en onderling ervaringen uit te wisselen over 
het leven als promovendus. Promoveren is bij tijden een eenzame bezigheid, maar uitein-
delijk doe je het niet alleen. Met veel genoegen denk ik terug aan onze koffiegesprekken 
over actualiteit en wetenschap, waaraan ook Jonathan Bos, Marlisa den Hertog, Gerhard 
de Kok en Wouter Linmans geregeld deelnamen. Hartelijk dank daarvoor! Daarbij betrek 
ik ook alle andere collega’s van het instituut, in het bijzonder de vakgroep Nederlandse 
Geschiedenis. 

Eenmaal per week was ik op de Frederikkazerne te vinden. De collega’s van het nimh 
waren altijd bereid mij met raad en daad bij te staan. Drie personen dienen daarbij in het 
bijzonder te worden genoemd. Aan het begin van mijn onderzoek maakte Fred Bruijn 
mij wegwijs in de literatuur en bronnen over de Koninklijke Marine; bij tijden vond ik 
ongevraagd interessante en relevante archiefstukken op mijn bureau. Daarnaast denk ik 
aan Anselm van der Peet, die mij verder de wereld van de marine binnentrok, menigmaal 
een luisterend oor bood en zowel de inleiding als het eerste hoofdstuk van kritisch com-
mentaar voorzag. Verder becommentarieerde ook Christiaan van der Spek enkele delen 
van dit proefschrift. Dank! 

Het is uiteindelijk te danken aan de inzet van Ben Schoenmaker dat van dit proefschrift 
een handelseditie verschijnt. De Stichting Schouwenburgfonds maakte dit financieel 
mogelijk door een subsidie beschikbaar te stellen. De bureauredacteuren Minte Kamp-
huis en Michael Horrée hebben mij in de laatste fase van waardevolle adviezen voorzien 
en daardoor voor menig fout behoed. Het Vertaalbureau van het Ministerie van Defensie 
verzorgde de Engelse vertaling van de samenvatting. In een vroeg stadium verzamel-
den beeldredacteuren Okke Groot en Dirk Janse een heel aantal passende afbeeldingen.  
Hadewijch Zwart en Renna Elferink hielpen bij het digitaliseren van verschillende foto’s. 
Verder stelde Leon Homburg van het Marinemuseum een serie prachtige foto’s ter be-
schikking. Uitgeverij Van Wijnen uit Franeker heeft van dit alles ten slotte een mooi boek 
weten te maken.

De onvoorwaardelijke steun van mijn lieve vrouw hebben ertoe geleid dat dit boek 
daadwerkelijk zijn voltooiing bereikte. Vele malen bood zij een welwillend oor om mijn 
verhalen over zelfbewuste en agiterende marinematrozen aan te horen. Samen met onze 
drie dochters deed zij mij bij tijden het betrekkelijke van promoveren inzien. Heel harte-
lijk dank daarvoor! sdg!

Zoeterwoude, januari 2022
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   �Bijlage 1

	 �Overzicht van de ministers van Marine, 1843-1919

Bijlage 1 geeft een overzicht van de personen die tussen 1843 en 1919 als minister van Marine 
hebben gefungeerd. Achter de naam van elke minister staat de officiersrang waarin deze 
op dat moment diende. De ministers zonder officiersrang waren veelal oud-marineofficier, 
met uitzondering van mr. J.S. Lotsy, die als burger de functie van minister op zich nam. In 
het geval de minister van Marine vroegtijdig opstapte, fungeerde de minister van Oorlog 
in de meeste gevallen als minister van Marine ad interim. Ook de ministers van Oorlog 
waren veelal officier. Zeker in de negentiende eeuw waren de meeste ministers van Marine 
niet direct gelieerd aan een politieke stroming of partij. Wel is tussen haakjes zijn politieke 
oriëntatie opgenomen, afgaande op het kabinet waarvan hij deel uitmaakte.

De afkortingen in de tabel staan voor: 
genm: generaal-majoor
kltz: kapitein-luitenant-ter-zee
ktz: kapitein-ter-zee
lgn: luitenant-generaal
sbn: schout-bij-nacht
vadm: viceadmiraal

Naam minister Periode ministerschap Politieke stroming/partij

J.C. Rijk, sbn 18-06-1843 – 15-09-1849 Conservatief

E.B. van den Bosch, sbn  
(ad interim)

15-091849 – 01-11-1849 Technocraat

E. Lucas, vadm 01-11-1849 – 20-04-1851 Technocraat (liberaal)

Jhr. J.Th. van Spengler, lgn 
(ad interim)

20-04-1851 – 01-11-1851 Gematigd liberaal

J. Enslie, sbn 01-11-1851 – 16-12-1854 Technocraat (conservatief)

H.F.Ch. baron Forstner van 
Dambenoy, genm (ad interim)

16-12-1854 – 08-02-1855 Conservatief/
antirevolutionair
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A.J. de Smit van den  
Broecke, ktz

08-02-1855 – 01-08-1856 Partijloos (conservatief)

J.S. Lotsy 01-08-1856 – 14-03-1861 Gematigd liberaal

W.J.C. ridder van Huyssen 
van Kattendijke, kltz

14-03-1861 – 06-02-1866 Liberaal

J.W. Blanken, genm 
(ad interim)

06-02-1866 – 31-05-1866 Liberaal

G.Ch.C. Pels Rijcken, sbn 01-06-1866 – 04-06-1868 Conservatief

L.G. Brocx, kltz 04-06-1868 – 18-12-1873 Liberaal

I.D. Fransen van de Putte  
(ad interim)

18-12-1873 – 16-05-1874 Vooruitstrevend liberaal

W.F. van Erp Taalman Kip, ltz 16-05-1874 – 03-11-1877 Partijloos (technocraat)

Jhr. H.O. Wichers, ktz 03-11-1877 – 20-08-1879 Liberaal

W.F. van Erp Taalman Kip, ltz 20-08-1879 – 23-04-1883 Partijloos (technocraat)

F.L. Geerling, vadm 23-04-1883 – 19-04-1884 Conservatief

W.F. van Erp Taalman Kip, ltz 19-04-1884 – 04-08-1885 Partijloos (technocraat)

W.L.A. Gericke, ktz 04-08-1885 – 26-01-1887 Conservatief

F.C. Tromp 26-01-1887 – 21-04-1888 Partijloos (conservatief- 
liberaal)

H. Dyserinck, ktz 21-04-1888 – 31-03-1891 Partijloos (conservatief)

G. Kruys, ktz 31-03-1891 – 21-08-1891 Partijloos (antirevolutionair)

J.C. Jansen 21-08-1891 – 09-05-1894 Liberale Unie

Jhr. H.M. van der Wijck 09-05-1894 – 21-07-1897 Partijloos (liberaal)

J.C. Jansen 27-07-1897 – 20-12-1897 Liberale Unie

K. Eland, genm (ad interim) 22-12-1897 – 11-01-1898 Liberale Unie

Jhr. J.A. Röell, vadm 12-01-1898 – 31-07-1901 Partijloos (liberaal)

G. Kruys, vadm 01-08-1901 – 12-12-1902 Partijloos (antirevolutionair)

J.W. Bergansius (ad interim) 12-12-1902 – 16-03-1903 Rooms-katholiek

A.G. Ellis, sbn 16-03-1903 – 16-08-1905 Partijloos

W.J. Cohen Stuart, ktz 17-08-1905 – 04-08-1907 Partijloos (liberaal)

J. Wentholt, vadm 05-08-1907 – 14-05-1912 Partijloos (liberaal)
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H. Colijn (ad interim) 14-05-1912 – 29-08-1913 ARP

J.J. Rambonnet, ktz 29-08-1913 – 28-06-1918 Partijloos (liberaal)

B.C. de Jonge (ad interim) 28-06-1918 – 09-09-1918 CHU

W. Naudin ten Cate, vadm 09-09-1918 – 20-02-1919 Partijloos (CHU)

Bron: Overzichten van de ministers van Marine in Raven e.a., De kroon op het Anker, bijlage 
2; Bevaart, Nederlandse defensie, bijlage 1; Klinkert, Het vaderland verdedigd, bijlage ii. Voor 
het vaststellen van de politieke kleur is gebruikgemaakt van de website parlement.com.
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   �Bijlage 2

	� Gekozen Tweede Kamerleden  
in het kiesdistrict Den Helder, 1888-1917 

Bijlage 2 biedt een overzicht van de verkiezingsuitslagen in het kiesdistrict Den Helder ge-
durende de periode 1888 tot 1918. Daaruit is tevens af te leiden wie namens het kiesdistrict 
Den Helder naar de Tweede Kamer werden afgevaardigd. In de eerste kolom staat het jaartal 
van de verkiezingen. De afkortingen staan respectievelijk voor algemene (a) of tussentijdse 
(t) verkiezingen en de daarop volgende herstemmingen (h). In de volgende twee kolommen 
zijn de kandidaten opgenomen, met de politieke richting c.q. partij waartoe zij behoren. In 
de laatste kolom staat het aantal uitgebrachte stemmen, met tussen haakjes het behaalde 
percentage stemmen ten opzichte van de geldig uitgebrachte stemmen. 

Als leesvoorbeeld dient S.T. Land in het jaar 1888. Bij de algemene verkiezingen behaal-
de hij geen absolute meerderheid van stemmen. Er vond vervolgens een herstemming 
plaats, waarbij hij wel met meerderheid werd verkozen.

1888 a

h

S.T. Land
H.W. van Marle
D.C. Loman

S.T. Land
H.W. van Marle

Liberaal
Antirevolutionair
Liberaal

Liberaal
Antirevolutionair

1072 (38,73%)
  973 (35,15%)
  705 (25,47%)

1779 (63,92%)
1004 (36,08%)

1891 a

t*

S.T. Land
H.W. van Marle
D. de Clercq

S.T. Land 

Liberaal
Antirevolutionair
Vrije kandidaat

Liberaal

1044 (73,68%)
  281 (19,83%)
    62 (4,38%)

1099 (95,23%)

Jaartal Naam afgevaardigde Politieke partij  Percentage
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1894 a

t*

h

S.T. Land
J. Timmer

A.P. Staalman
J.J. Kraakman
Overige zeven kandidaten 

A.P. Staalman
J.J. Kraakman

Liberaal
Liberaal

Antirevolutionair
Rooms-katholiek

Antirevolutionair
Rooms-katholiek

1021 (85,23%)
    77 (6,43%)

  558 (28,64%)
  281 (14,43%)
1076 (43,07%)

1245 (55,56%)
1003 (44,44%)

1897 a

h

A.P. Staalman
C. Lely
H.J.A.M. Schaepman
Overige twee kandidaten

A.P. Staalman
C. Lely

Antirevolutionair
Liberaal
Rooms-katholiek

Antirevolutionair
Liberaal

2535 (48,33%)
1842 (35,12%)
  775 (14,78%)
    93 (1,78%)

2918 (54,30%)
2456 (45,70%)

1901 a A.P. Staalman
C.S. Jaring
F.W.N. Hugenholtz

Antirevolutionair
Vrije liberaal
SDAP

2683 (51,53%)
2138 (41,06%)
  386 (7,41%)

1905 a

t

C.V. Gerritsen
A.P. Staalman
L. Adriaanse
A.H. Gerhard

Z. van den Bergh 
A.P. Staalman

VDB
CDP
Antirevolutionair
SDAP

VDB
CDP

3111 (51,03%)
2276 (37,34%)
  491 (8,01%)
  218 (3,58%)

3420 (53,79%)
2938 (46,21%) 

1909 a

h

Th. de Meester
A.P. Staalman
C. Thomassen
F. Fokkens

Th. de Meester
A.P. Staalman

Liberale Unie
CDP
SDAP
CHU

Liberale Unie
CDP

3128 (45,77%)
2950 (43,17%)
  659 (9,64%)
   97 (1,42%)

3891 (54,25%)
3282 (45,75%)

1913 a

h 

Th. de Meester
C. Thomassen
A.P. Staalman
C.J. van der Hegge Spies

Th. de Meester
C. Thomassen

Liberale Unie
SDAP
CDP
ARP

Liberale Unie
SDAP

2778 (37,90%)
2171 (29,62%)
1220 (16,64%)
1161 (15,84%)

3486 (58,15%)
2509 (41,85%)
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1917 t

h

a

P.J. Oud
C. Thomassen
A.P. Staalman

P.J. Oud
C. Thomassen

P.J. Oud
A.P. Staalman

VDB
SDAP
CDP

VDB
SDAP

VDB
CDP

2264 (35,46%)
2128 (33,33%)
1993 (31,21%)

3341 (54,87%)
2748 (45,13%)

3222 (51,88%)
2989 (48,12%)

* Vanwege de bevordering van S.T. Land tot kapitein-luitenant-ter-zee vond in 1891 een 
tussentijdse verkiezing plaats. Na het overlijden van S.T. Land vond in 1894 eveneens een 
tussentijdse verkiezing plaats.

Bron: Database verkiezingsuitslagen Tweede Kamer, 1848-1918, raadpleegbaar via http://
resources.huygens.knaw.nl/verkiezingentweedekamer, laatst bezocht op 25 juli 2016.
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   �Bijlage 3

	� Overzicht van (belangen)verenigingen  
binnen de Koninklijke Marine, 1866-1918 

Officiële naam vereniging Oprichtings- 
datum

Doelgroep Doelstelling

Marine-Club 19-11-1868, 
Den Helder

Marine- 
officieren,  
ambtenaren  
en ingenieurs

Gezelligheid

Marine-Machinisten-Club 01-10-1871,
Den Helder

Machinisten 1. Gezelligheid
2. Vakstudie
3. Onderlinge bijstand

Marine-Vereeniging 10-03-1883, 
Den Helder 

Marine- 
officieren,  
machinisten en 
ingenieurs

Studie

Vereeniging van onder-of-
ficieren en minderen der 
Zeemacht, genaamd ‘Het 
Marinefonds’

30-11-1887,
Den Helder

Onderofficieren 
en manschap-
pen

Onderlinge bijstand

Vereeniging Marine-Ma-
chinisten-Sociëteit 

26-12-1889,
Den Helder 

Machinisten Gezelligheid

Onderofficiersvereeniging 
der Zeemacht ‘Admiraal De 
Ruyter’

07-02-1892,
Den Helder

Onderofficieren 1. Gezelligheid/vriend-
schap
2. Onderlinge bijstand
3. Algemene belangenbe-
hartiging (vanaf 1897)

Onderofficiersvereeniging 
der Zeemacht ‘Van Speyk’

16-03-1894, 
Amsterdam

Onderofficieren 1. Gezelligheid
2. Onderlinge bijstand
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Bond van gepensioneerde 
en gegageerde onderof-
ficieren en minderen van 
land- en zeemacht, en 
van de koloniën, onder de 
zinspreuk ‘Insulinde’

01-10-1894, 
Amsterdam

Onderofficieren 
en manschap-
pen

1. Vaderlandsliefde
2. Verkrijging weduwen- 
en wezenpensioen

Algemeenen Bond voor 
Nederlandsche  
Marine-Matrozen  
[Matrozenbond]

22-01-1897,
Den Helder

Matrozen Algemene belangenbehar-
tiging

Konstabelsvereeniging der 
zeemacht ‘Bellona’

23-09-1898,
Den Helder

Konstabels 1. Onderlinge bijstand
2. Algemene belangen- 
behartiging
2. Gezelligheid/vriend-
schap

Bond van Korporaals en 
Mariniers ‘Willem Joseph 
baron van Ghent’ 

25-11-1899,
Den Helder 

Korporaals en 
mariniers 

1. Algemene belangenbe-
hartiging
2. Onderlinge bijstand

Bond van onderofficieren 
der mariniers ‘Prins  
Hendrik der Nederlanden’

01-01-1900, 
Den Helder

Onderofficieren 
Korps Mari-
niers

1. ‘Stoffelijke’ belangenbe-
hartiging/
onderlinge bijstand
2. Gezelligheid
3. Vakkennis opdoen

Algemeene Bond van  
Onderofficieren der  
Koninklijke Nederlandsche 
Marine

16-06-1901 Korporaals en 
onderofficieren

1. Algemene belangen-
behartiging
2. Gezelligheid/vriend-
schap
3. Onderlinge bijstand

Bond van actief dienende 
vuurstokers bij Hr.Ms. zee-
macht, beneden den rang 
van korporaal, ‘Goetgeluk’

19-12-1901,
Den Helder

Stokers 1. ‘Stoffelijke’ belangen- 
behartiging/
onderlinge bijstand
2. Gezelligheid/vriend-
schap
3. Vakkennis opdoen

Torpedomakers- 
vereeniging  
‘Ons vakbelang’

01-03-1902,
Den Helder

Torpedomakers 1. Studie
2. Algemene belangen- 
behartiging

Algemene Mariniersbond 01-11-1905 Mariniers Algemene belangen- 
behartiging
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Bond voor Minder  
Marine-Personeel

12-01-1908 Matrozen, 
mariniers en 
stokers

Algemene belangen- 
behartiging

Bond van actief dienende 
onderofficieren- 
machinedrijver en stoker 
‘Voorwaarts’

23-04-1908 Onderofficieren 
Stoomvaart-
dienst

1. ‘Stoffelijke’ belangen- 
behartiging
2. Vriendschap
3. Vakkennis opdoen

Bond van Korporaals bij de 
Koninklijke Marine  
[Korporaalsbond]

25-08-1911 Korporaals Algemene belangen- 
behartiging

Bond van Monteurs der 
Koninklijke Marine

19-01-1912 Monteurs 1. Algemene belangen-
behartiging
2. Gezelligheid/vriend-
schap
3. Onderlinge bijstand

Bron: Database erkende verenigingen, 1855-1903:
http://resources.huygens.knaw.nl/erkendeverenigingen, laatst bezocht op 3 april 2020; 
Nederlandsche Staatscourant, verschillende jaargangen; nimh, vbz/vbm, inv.nr. 75, Rap-
port van de Fusie-commissie, 12-62.
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   �Bijlage 4

	� Absoluut en relatief aantal matrozen, mariniers en stokers 
dat lid was van de Matrozenbond (1897-1907) en de Bond 
voor Minder Marine-Personeel (1908-1918) 

Aantal 
matro-
zen

%
matro-
zen

Aantal 
mari-
niers

% mari-
niers

Aantal 
stokers

% 
stokers

Totaal 
aantal 
leden

1897 * 60 60

1898 300 12,2 300

1899 30 1,2 30

1900 491 20,8 491

1901 1100 47,9 1100

1902 1536 65,3 1536

1903 1413 60,8 1413

1904 1575 71,2 1575

1905 1471 71,7 1471

1906 1314 58 1314

1907 1178 60 1178

1908 1169 59 2032

1909 1238 65 776 50 18 2 2018

1910 1195 58 809 52 97 10 2101

1911 1284 57 818 53 279 30 2381

1912 1444 59 841 59 345 37 2630

1913 1682 66 845 63 467 55 2994

1914 1676 75 856 72 495 63 3027

1915 1665 74 757 60 440 58 2862

1916 1617 66 627 47 312 43 2556

1917 1780 74 636 50 417 54 2833

1918 1720 71 581 48 387 54 2688

* Pas vanaf het jaar 1909 zijn er gegevens beschikbaar over het aantal mariniers en stokers dat 
lid was van de bvmmp.

Bron: nimh, vbz/vbm, inv.nr. 75, Rapport van de Fusie-commissie, 27-28.
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   Bijlage 5

	� Overzicht bezoldigde functies in de abvnmm 
	 (1897-1907) / bvmmp (1908-1914)

Administrateur
A.G.A. Verstegen, januari 1902 – april 1904
L.J. Jansma, april 1903 – juli 1903 
W.H. Meijer, juli 1903 – april 1904
A.W. Michels, april 1904 – 1919 

Redacteur  Het AnkerHet Anker
A.G.A. Verstegen, april 1901 – oktober 1903
W.H. Meijer, oktober 1903 – mei 1906
A.G.A. Verstegen, mei 1906 – januari 1917
A.W. Michels, januari 1917 – 1919 

Kastelein Helders Marine Gebouw
A. Kahlman, juli 1902 – oktober 1905 
A.G.A. Verstegen, oktober 1905 – mei 1908
P.A. Burm, mei 1908 – december 1909
J. Borkert, december 1909 - ?
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   Noten

inleiding 

1	 Troelstra geciteerd in De Rooy, Republiek van 
rivaliteiten, 165.

2	 Hagen, Politicus uit hartstocht, 658-660.
3	 Scheffer, November 1918, 124.
4	 Idem, 155-156. 
5	 Voor citaten: idem, 155-156, 173-174 en 185. 

Vermoten en Kalkman stellen in hun boek 
100 jaar Den Helder op p. 65 dat het gerucht 
van een mogelijke revolutiepoging in Den 
Helder door A.P. Staalman in de wereld zou 
zijn geholpen. Staalman, die bekend stond 
als een fel bestrijder van het socialistische 
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  �Summary 

On 12 November 1918, Pieter Jelles Troelstra, the leader of the Social Democratic Workers’ 
Party (Sociaal-Democratische Arbeiderspartij, sdap), called for revolution, labouring under 
the misapprehension that the army and the fleet would automatically take his side. It 
soon transpired that his revolution attempt was based on a painful ‘mistake’. The expe-
rienced politician had let himself get carried away by the shocking events in Germany, 
where insurgent sailors had unleashed the November Revolution. This partly explains 
why his estimate of the prevailing balance of power in his own country was way off the 
mark, and why broad support for the revolution failed to materialise. Instead, his speech 
sparked spontaneous social opposition from those professing open support for the go-
vernment and a willingness to defend the lawful authorities by force. Although the army 
and the fleet also proved not to side with Troelstra, the ‘red week’ nevertheless prompted 
an air of crisis among the Navy leadership. In the midst of the social tensions, various 
naval unions had used the opportunity to call attention to their own desires and grie-
vances. Despite the urgent request to do so, they were not prepared to explicitly express 
their support for the authorities. Many of the naval officers saw these developments as 
the latest evidence that the sailors were ‘red’ and therefore unreliable, something they 
had been warning about for quite some time. In their view, the Royal Netherlands Navy’s 
had lost prestige, even though disturbances had not been forthcoming.
	 Much has since been written by historians about the events of November 1918 and 
their aftermath. Because the focus has primarily been on the exceptional circumstan-
ces of the First World War, historians have overlooked the fact that lower-ranking Navy 
personnel had expressed dissatisfaction with employment conditions within the Navy 
since the end of the nineteenth century. So where did this dissatisfaction actually come 
from, and how did it manifest itself ? Historians have left these questions unanswered, 
and have likewise failed to clarify what the source was of the fear of a ‘red fleet’. It is li-
kely that the dissatisfaction, the alleged sympathy for the sdap among sailors, and the 
fierce response of the naval authorities were interrelated. These factors should therefore 
be viewed against the backdrop of developments and events that took place in the years 
beforehand. That background is the subject of this doctoral thesis, which aims to analyse 
and explain the formation of the tensions within the Navy that reached an evident peak 
in 1918. I have chosen to focus on the views and practices of the ‘ordinary’ rating. The key 
questions are: how did the Dutch rating’s emancipation proceed in the period prior to 
the First World War, and what responses did this fight for emancipation provoke among 
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the (naval) authorities, Parliament and the press? In other words, Neither red nor orange 
is a study of the manner in which ratings developed as a professional group during the 
period 1870-1914, and how the (naval and other) authorities and the ‘outside world’ res-
ponded to this. In essence, this entails addressing the more abstract question of how 
an authoritarian organisation such as the Royal Netherlands Navy and an increasingly 
democratic society came to relate to one another. In doing so, this study outlines the 
background against which the discussion about the reliability and political affiliations 
of the fleet should be considered.

The metamorphosis of the Navy
This book is divided into three parts for reasons of substantive coherence. The first part 
highlights the metamorphosis that the Royal Netherlands Navy underwent in the nine-
teenth century. Between roughly 1820 and 1890, the Dutch naval forces were embroiled 
in a sweeping process of modernisation. During this period, the Navy evolved from a 
decentralised organisation into a centrally-controlled, bureaucratic apparatus. Its tech-
nological transformation was enormous: sails were replaced by steam, wood by iron and 
steel. The Navy’s centuries-old practice of primarily hiring temporary crew was replaced 
during the course of the nineteenth century by the employment of professional person-
nel who were offered a career for life. With the emergence of new jobs such as the sto-
ker, the workforce became increasingly diverse. Technical qualifications gradually be-
came more important than the traditionally much lauded seamanship. Finally, military 
personnel of all ranks had to undergo special instruction and training before coming 
on board. This metamorphosis, whose progression was by no means flawless or linear, 
prompted various categories of crewmen to organise as a professional group at the turn 
of the century. The existence of these interest groups is therefore best understood as a 
response to the changes that had taken place in the previous years.  
	 Throughout virtually the entire nineteenth century, the Royal Netherlands Navy strug-
gled with three closely interwoven issues that affected the lives of the lower ranks to a 
greater or lesser extent. The first issue was what materiel the Navy should procure. In the 
course of the century, it became clear that sailing ships had had their day and would be 
replaced by steamships. In addition, wooden hulls made way for iron armour. It was not 
until around 1890 that this transformation was complete, with the decommissioning of 
the last sailing ship with auxiliary steam power. The succession of technological deve-
lopments engendered confusion and uncertainty throughout the entire period. Inciden-
tally, the Royal Netherlands Navy was not alone in that regard: foreign maritime powers 
were struggling with the same problem. What types of vessels ought to be procured? It 
was not uncommon for plans for the construction of new materiel to become obsolete 
even prior to their execution. In addition, enormous costs were involved in the procu-
rement of modern ships such as armoured cruisers. A large part of the Navy budget was 
expended on the building of materiel. For a country such as the Netherlands, meeting 
the rising costs rapidly became untenable, and it thus had to definitively resign itself 
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to the fact that it was no longer one of the major maritime powers. While the House of 
Representatives kept a close eye on the construction plans of the successive Ministers of 
the Navy, consistently assessing them in terms of efficiency and other criteria, it did not 
particularly concern itself with the living and working environment of the personnel. 
The sailors paid the proverbial price.
	 The second issue was what exactly the Navy’s task should be. Although three tasks 
had been assigned to the Navy since the restoration of Dutch independence in 1813, their 
priority relative to one other shifted on a regular basis. This was the result both of the 
changing balance of power in the world and of the successive technological innovati-
ons, which entailed new safety risks. For example, the introduction of steam propeller 
ships, which could operate in shallow waters, led the Navy to shift its European focus 
in the mid-nineteenth century to defending the Dutch coast and inlets. With the entry 
into force of the Fortifications Act (Vestingwet) in 1874, the Navy leadership realised that 
the Navy’s raison d’être actually lay in the Netherlands East Indies, at least if it wanted 
to maintain its deeply cherished ideal of forming a maritime power. The withdrawal of 
the British Royal Navy from the Malay Archipelago and the rise of Japan as imperial and 
maritime power lent new emphasis to the need for an operational fleet in the region. As 
a consequence of this shift of tasks, however, the Royal Netherlands Navy had to place 
increasing demands on its personnel. Officers, NCOs and lower ranks were deployed to 
the colonies several times in their careers, for a period of three years each time. No mat-
ter how adventurous, it was no secret that a stay in the tropics spelled an assault on one’s 
health.  
	 While it was clear that armoured steamships were the future, and that the Navy’s main 
task lay in the East Indies, the third issue – a long-standing one, in fact – revolved around 
recruitment. Throughout their various ranks, the naval forces were contending with a 
chronic staff shortage, which was both qualitative and quantitative in nature. Various 
factors played a role in this, such as the poor image of the Navy, the applicable terms 
of employment, and the miserable, rough conditions on board the vessels. On the one 
hand, the Navy persistently failed to retain experienced personnel, leaving it dependent 
on boys and inexperienced staff. On the other, outdated customs, such as the use of in-
troducers and the payment of introduction fees, were still needed for quite some time in 
order to lure these boys – voluntarily or otherwise – to the warships. Contrary to claims 
made at the time, the problem lay therefore more in turnover than in enlistment or re-
cruitment. In addition, the Navy leadership formulated its plans based on the materiel 
available, instead of adjusting the size of the fleet to fit the number of personnel availa-
ble. Despite all the modernisation, little had changed on this point over the years.
	 The personnel issue thus became urgent. Under pressure from naval officers who dis-
closed the problems within the Navy in brochures and articles, the Navy leadership at-
tempted to implement social measures in both the 1850s and 1870s that were intended 
to help improve the reputation of Navy ratings. Examples included the institution of 
a permanent corps for ‘lower’ crewmen, the introduction of various allowances and a 
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long-service pension, and the abolition of corporal punishment. This was supposed to 
show that Navy ratings practised an honourable profession and were thus worthy of 
esteem. However, one of the most important recommendations was initially ignored by 
the Navy leadership: systematically training boys up to be ratings. This had undoubtedly 
to do with the existence of a private nautical college, the Kweekschool voor Zeevaart, in 
Leiden, where boys undertook preliminary nautical training paid for by private spon-
sors. Without having to make major financial sacrifices, the Navy profited from these 
philanthropically motivated activities. It was only when another great sailor shortage 
was experienced in the 1870s that the Minister – inspired by the training ships in Great 
Britain – decided to introduce a government-funded rating training programme. From 
then on, the route to the warship traversed the Leiden Kweekschool voor Zeevaart and the 
training ships in Amsterdam and Rotterdam.
	 The introduction of a new recruitment and training policy in the mid-1870s was not 
so much due to social concern for the fate of the sailor, nor a response to the technolo-
gical transition. The training was predominantly a practical solution to the old issue of 
how the Navy could keep its workforce up to strength. By taking on boys aged thirteen, 
fourteen and fifteen, and spending a number of years systematically training them up 
to be ratings, the Navy managed to increase its labour force significantly. At the same 
time, this enabled a more selective approach regarding admissions, and meant that uni-
form requirements could be set. The importance of the systematic training of boys to 
be ratings is difficult to underestimate. The Navy increasingly offered the prospect of 
a career for life. The training also contributed to the professionalisation of the Navy or-
ganisation. A gradual evolution was seen in the new generation of ratings: they came 
from a better social environment, had more theoretical knowledge, were better trained 
physically, and had ample familiarity with the military order and discipline before they 
entered active service. From an objective perspective, the modern rating thus occupied a 
higher rung on the social ladder than his predecessor in the Age of Sail. Meanwhile, the 
increasing level of education created an ideal breeding ground for dissatisfaction. The 
sailors no longer wanted to depend on the ‘paternal’ care of the Navy leadership, which 
they increasingly experienced as patronising and as downright unjust. Based on a percei-
ved lack of recognition, they wanted to actively strive to improve their lot by creating a 
trade union: the Ratings’ Union (Matrozenbond). 

The battle for emancipation
The second part of this thesis deals with the sailors’ battle to improve their socioecono-
mic position. At around the turn of the century, in a short period of time interest organi-
sations were created for almost every professional group within the Navy. The inception 
of these groups must be viewed against the backdrop of two social processes: social awa-
reness and ideological influencing. It is undeniable that the introduction of systematic 
training promoted social awareness. The sailors felt unappreciated because, despite the 
professionalisation of the Navy organisation and the changes in societal relations, the 
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leadership continued to adhere to old habits and customs. The ratings did not receive the 
trust and respect they earned on the basis of their knowledge and work – or at least that’s 
how they saw it. The attitude of many officers clashed with the growing self-awareness 
of the ratings. A social awareness that was shaped, in particular, by a number of ‘outsi-
ders’. The 1890s saw more attention being paid to sailors’ living and working conditions 
both in Parliament and in the press. Members of Parliament such as S.T. Land and A.P. 
Staalman publicly took up the sailors’ cause. They did not shrink from exposing abuses 
and eagerly used the press to this end, publicising the fact that the position of sailors left 
much to be desired and that the Navy leadership did not really take these concerns se-
riously. Their actions appealed to ratings’ self-awareness, with the open criticism of the 
Navy authorities having a mobilising effect, promoting a sentiment among sailors that 
made them ripe for unionisation. A second process taking place was that of ideological 
influencing. Sailors learned from friends and family that workers on shore had joined 
forces and were lobbying collectively for their interests. No matter how different the cir-
cumstances between the worker and the sailor, banding together in associations or trade 
unions had a stimulating effect and prompted further action. 
	 Although many of these organisations were fairly ineffective and existed only briefly, 
the same cannot be said of the Ratings’ Union. While this union initially served only as 
mouthpiece of the ratings, the organisation never lost sight of other crewmen. With the 
motto ‘united we stand, divided we fall’, mutual cooperation was thus key. From 1908, the 
year in which the Ratings’ Union and the Marines’ Union (Mariniersbond) merged into the 
Union for Lower Naval Personnel (Bond voor Minder Marine-Personeel), it also promoted 
the interests of the marines and stokers. The important role played by the Ratings’ Union 
was facilitated by various factors. First of all, ratings made up fifty to sixty percent, and 
thus the majority, of the lower ranks. In addition, the union density was high: on average, 
sixty percent of the ratings were union members. As a result, in terms of numbers the 
Ratings’ Union was a force to be reckoned with. Thirdly, the union was a tightly mana-
ged, efficient organisation with a militant stance. Members joined a local division: in the 
Netherlands, there was a division for every Navy directorate, while offshore, each ship 
had its own division. The divisions were tasked with promoting the specific interests of 
the sailors on board. In addition, the chief leadership represented the general interests, 
directly addressing the Minister and the House of Representatives in that regard. 
	 Formally, responsibility for managing the organisation lay with the chief leadership, 
which consisted exclusively of crewmen in salaried employment with the Navy.  In rea-
lity, however, the administrator and the editor of Het Anker (the union publication) were 
the ones largely pulling the strings. The administrator was in fact responsible for the 
duties of chairman, secretary and treasurer at the same time. He was the person in char-
ge internally. Conversely the editor – until mid-1903 a position that was combined with 
administrator – was the representative as far as the outside world was concerned, even 
after Het Anker was formally separated from the Ratings’ Union by order of the Minister 
of the Navy. The union could count itself lucky that throughout the first two decades of 
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its existence it was able to avail itself of the services of three energetic and capable lea-
ders: Alex Verstegen, Willem Meijer and in particular Andries Michels. These men large-
ly shaped the emancipation of the Navy rating. Without their hard work and dedication, 
the union’s impact would probably have been less significant. As ex-servicemen, they 
were no longer subject to military discipline, giving them a freer hand than the members 
of the chief leadership and thus enabling them to expose abuses more easily. In addition, 
they knew the Navy from the inside out, were able to clearly express the ratings’ stand-
point, and had a network within the labour movement that they conveniently utilised on 
a regular basis. As the most important exponents of the emancipation process that the 
ratings’ profession was going through at the start of the twentieth century, they set an 
example for other crewmen that was worthy of imitation. 
	 The Ratings’ Union occupied an independent position within the labour movement. 
The leaders did not neglect to draw parallels between the life of the rating and that of 
the worker in civilian society. They felt a kinship with civilian unions. By continually 
emphasising this, they hoped to promote mutual solidarity. In reality, however, contact 
with the labour movement remained limited. The Ratings’ Union never sought affiliati-
on with the Dutch Confederation of Trade Unions (Nederlandsch Verbond van Vakvereni-
gingen). The Den Helder division was publicly reprimanded by its own chief leadership 
when it joined the Den Helder Confederation of Unions (Helderse Bestuurdersbond). It did 
openly seek moral and financial support from other trade unions when problems arose 
with Minister Ellis. Conversely, workers on strike received support from the ratings. The 
fact that the Ratings’ Union formally retained a distance from the labour movement, and 
carried out its own repertoire of action and its own social agenda as much as possible, 
was the result of the special military context in which the union members operated. Af-
ter all, as military personnel, they were subject to military criminal and disciplinary law 
and they had to operate within the existing hierarchy, thus rendering ‘economic action’ 
impossible from the outset. Moreover, as State servants, they were directly dependent on 
the domestic political situation, simply because the government and Parliament decided 
on matters such as their employment conditions. As a result, the actions by the Ratings’ 
Union were, by definition, of a ‘political’ nature. In this context, the union had assumed 
its own repertoire of action, its own style and its own strategy.
	 The Ratings’ Union combined a confrontational style of conduct with a more construc-
tive attitude, depending on the target group and the goal to be achieved. The confron-
tational style was intended in the first place to mobilise the Navy ratings and increase 
their willingness to take action. Het Anker played an important role in this: it served as 
the ‘mouthpiece’ internally and to the outside world. Based on the information made 
available to him, the editor wrote a weekly column in Het Anker commenting critically on 
the abuses within the Navy. Readers were thus enlightened about how bad the conditions 
were for ratings. That was also the rationale behind the campaign against ‘child recruit-
ment’ (1903-1905) and the shore leave regulation (1910-1912). While the first campaign 
stopped at forceful rhetoric, the union clearly went a step further in 2011 with its call 
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for passive resistance. These protests not only annoyed the authorities, but also harmed 
the image of the Navy as a whole. The sailors’ critical articles and public campaigns put 
pressure on the authorities, while simultaneously making a moral appeal to society, in 
the hope of bringing about a shift in societal attitudes and encouraging people to advo-
cate change. It was a means of (indirectly) forcing the Navy to reform. Both Het Anker and 
separate pamphlets found their way to the press, prompting MPs to question the Minis-
ter on several occasions. Incidentally, Het Anker was more than a protest paper in which 
ratings expressed their dissatisfaction with various matters in no uncertain terms. The 
magazine also contained weekly articles designed to further the ‘edification’ of the Navy 
rating. The readers were also painstakingly informed what the press was writing about 
the sailors and how Parliament spoke about them. In that sense, Het Anker clearly played 
an educational role. 
	 After the Ellis era, the Ratings’ Union adopted a predominantly constructive attitude 
towards the Navy leadership. The union’s ‘brat years’ were over and the realisation took 
root that a more cooperative attitude would bring better results. This change of attitude 
was definitely due to Michels. When the Ratings’ Union wanted to make its demands 
known to the Minister or the House of Representatives, Michels, as before, had to rely on 
sending petitions. While many of the articles in Het Anker tended to feature a degree of 
exaggeration and sometimes even empty rhetoric, the petitions were often based on tho-
rough research. The chief leadership sought to reinforce its demands by providing them 
with a firm basis in terms of both quality and quantity. It is striking that the leaders were 
well aware of the ideas propagated in military publications by a number of progressive 
naval officers. J.P. van Rossum and A.E. Thierens, for example, whose contributions were 
perfectly in line with their own views, were thus eagerly cited as authorities. Furthermo-
re, the union frequently used questionnaires. For example, it polled the opinion of the 
members with regard to, among other things, salaries and the introduction of the Navy 
chaplain. Particularly the reports on the salary scheme testified to extensive research. By 
distributing questionnaires among its own members, the leadership tried to dispel any 
accusations that it was unaware of the real sentiments prevailing among Navy personnel 
and that it only represented the voice of a radical minority. The research underpinning 
the petitions was intended to show that they were based on facts and that the union was 
capable of adopting a constructive attitude. In other words, the argument for reforms 
was very reasonable and the union presented itself as a serious negotiating partner. 
	 During its pre-war existence, the union was regularly accused of engaging in politics. 
This was, however, unavoidable in a sense, as the State acted as employer, and it was 
the government and Parliament that ultimately decided on matters such as employment 
conditions and military legislation. Thus, if the union wanted to bring about changes 
in those fields, it was directly dependent on the political leadership. In that respect, 
military personnel and civil servants were in a position that was difficult to compare 
with other employees. Nevertheless, the Ratings’ Union essentially waged a sociocultu-
ral battle rather than a political one. A plea for tangible and intangible reforms, such as 
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salary increases, the introduction of a widow’s and orphan’s pension, recognition of the 
right of association, a bigger say in military criminal and disciplinary procedure and the 
introduction of universal suffrage, can hardly be labelled anti-revolutionary, liberal or 
socialist. Most sailors did not care who addressed their grievances and promoted their 
wishes, as long as those efforts led to concrete reforms. For that reason, they collaborated 
with every association showing any form of willingness to promote their interests. At 
first it was mainly the anti-revolutionary Staalman who stood up for them; later it was 
the social democrat Hugenholtz. Whoever attempts to identify the underlying motives 
will discover that the sailors had their own social agenda, with emancipation, recogniti-
on, appreciation and democratisation featuring prominently. For the Ratings’ Union, the 
Navy’s right to exist as such was not in dispute.  
	 Despite all the progress that had been made in the last quarter of the nineteenth cen-
tury, the public image of the rating long remained that of a disenfranchised, reckless, 
rough, immoral and inebriate individual. The fact that both the Navy leadership and a 
large part of the House of Representatives emphatically shared this view was demon-
strated by their actions. Even very reasonably formulated petitions were simply brushed 
aside. Input from the lower echelons was clearly not appreciated, whether it concerned 
well-founded recommendations for the salary scheme, co-determination in disciplinary 
cases or the introduction of universal suffrage. It was also a telling sign that in 1912 the 
lower ranks were not given a representative in the remuneration committee set up by 
Colijn. And no matter how you look at it, the ethical measures, such as the ban on nightly 
shore leave and the introduction of a navy chaplain, were slightly patronising in nature. 
It was understandable that the public image of sailors and their treatment by the Navy 
leadership were at odds with the self-image the sailors had adopted, and that they made 
their opposition known. The existing image of the sailor class was thus in need of impro-
vement, and this is why the ‘edification’ of the rating played an important role within the 
Ratings’ Union. It had to be clear to both friend and foe that the ratings were honest and 
respectable people to whom society could entrust both arms and social rights. 
	 In essence, the sailors were concerned with three closely related issues. First of all, the 
Navy sailor wanted recognition for who he was and for what he did. Although he was 
subordinate to the officer and NCO in the military hierarchy, his identity encompassed 
more than that. As a member of society, he was not only a serviceman but also a husband, 
father and citizen, in other words: a human being. The Navy leadership had to take these 
aspects into account by translating them into fair employment conditions and humane 
military legislation and regulations. The fight for emancipation was primarily intended 
to bring about a dignified existence, whether this was through an acceptable income or 
a more democratic interpretation of military law. Secondly, the ratings sought appreci-
ation and respect. As stated, the rating’s identity encompassed much more than simply 
being a serviceman. This gave rise to obligations on the part of the sailors, but also to 
rights that the authorities should honour. For example, the State had to ensure that a 
rating had sufficient financial means to support a family as a husband and father. This 
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proved to be the most important justification for raising his income. An additional ad-
vantage, it was argued, was that sailors would marry earlier and probably serve longer, 
which would be to the Navy’s benefit. Appreciation and respect also referred to the man-
ner in which officers addressed and treated their subordinates. Finally, the rating aimed 
for emancipation and a bigger say in matters. He was no longer a child under tutelage, 
patronised by his superiors in every respect, even while off duty. On the contrary, he had 
his own thoughts and feelings and was capable of expressing them independently. The 
Navy leadership therefore had to take account of that reality in its policy and treat sailors 
accordingly in terms of their income, legal position and political rights.

Polarisation and confrontation
The third and final part highlights the response from the Navy authorities, the political 
leadership and the press to the existence and actions of the Ratings’ Union. The fact that 
in the period before the First World War various confrontations took place between the 
Ratings’ Union and the Navy authorities was largely the result of prejudices, false ex-
pectations and opposing interests. Preconceptions of the ‘enemy’ played a crucial role 
in this. Even if sailors’ grievances were often directed against individual officers, their 
‘enemy’ was essentially embodied by the Navy leadership, or, rather, the Minister of the 
Navy, as the person ultimately responsible for Navy policies. Successive Ministers had 
neglected the interests of the lower-ranking Navy personnel for years. They had failed to 
demonstrate any willingness to implement drastic reforms, despite the input they recei-
ved from the lower echelons. As a result, their policies kept an outdated military system 
afloat, the consequences of which were borne by the sailors every day. As a result, the 
Ratings’ Union had a long list of grievances, both minor and major, which were some-
times accommodated in part or in full. The most important were, as stated, the salary 
scheme, the absence of widow’s and orphan’s pension schemes, the outdated military 
legislation and regulations and, finally, the absence of certain types of co-determination. 
The fact that the Minister attempted to thwart the Ratings’ Union’s efforts with legal and 
military disciplinary measures did nothing to assuage the distrust and bitterness. As, 
under pressure from the Christian parties, the government began to interfere more and 
more with the spiritual and moral well-being of the sailors, while appearing to ignore 
long-standing grievances and being in no hurry to implement reforms, the union’s anger 
focussed on the ‘Christian policy of morality’. In essence, what it boiled down to was that 
the sailors did not like being under tutelage and wanted to free themselves from it. 
    Conversely, the Navy leadership harboured a deeply-rooted distrust towards military 
interest groups, and particularly towards the Ratings’ Union. In the interests of military 
discipline and the existing hierarchical structure, Navy officers thought it undesirable 
for ratings to concern themselves with the fleet’s working and living environment. After 
all, discipline was entirely dependent on obedience. In the eyes of the authorities, the 
existing dissatisfaction and the manner in which the union attempted to expose what it 
considered abuses were proof of a serious breakdown of authority, for which they ulti-
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mately held the sdap responsible. From the turn of the century onwards, this political 
party – as was widely held – had managed to get the lower-ranking Navy personnel in its 
clutches through the agency of the Ratings’ Union. According to some officers, that par-
ty had only one goal in mind: to systematically undermine the Navy as an organisation by 
keeping its personnel in a permanent state of revolt. From this perspective, it was under-
standable that the union was regarded with suspicion and shown a firm hand. However, 
the authorities failed to realise that this attitude of suspicion and rejection increasingly 
drove the sailors in the direction of the socialists, who in turn made clever use of the 
vacuum that had been created. In retrospect, the Social Democrats may have had less 
of a free hand if the Navy leadership had settled legitimate grievances at an early stage.
	 Only a few Navy officers did not label the union as socialist, and therefore suspect. 
For example, Thierens believed the ‘spirit of dissatisfaction’ in itself bore no relation to 
socialism, but should be considered a ‘psychological phenomenon’. At the same time, 
it cannot be denied that the fight for emancipation, development and edification of 
the lower-ranking Navy personnel showed similarities with the fight of the workers on 
land, which was reflected by, among other things, the Ratings’ Union’s membership of 
the Netherlands Committee for Universal Suffrage (Nederlandsch Comité voor Algemeen 
Kiesrecht, ncvak). However, this does not imply that socialism was the dominant force 
within the union. Although the sdap repeatedly brought up abuses at the Navy in the 
House of Representatives, and consistently gave its support to the Ratings’ Union’s wis-
hes, the sources offer few indications that the sdap had actually penetrated deep into the 
Navy. Very few ratings were party members, although it should be noted that it was the 
sdap members among the ratings who constituted most of the Union’s cadre and deter-
mined its image to the outside world. It may be presumed that the Social Democrats were 
only assured of crew members’ sympathy as long as they defended their interests. In re-
trospect, we may wonder whether the sdap ‘s support in Parliament did not largely work 
to the Union’s disadvantage. The lack of support from other political parties meant that 
only a few items on the wish list were granted during the period up to 1914. Moderate and 
sometimes well-founded requests – often of a socioeconomic nature – wrongly became 
politically charged, and were rejected as a result. This, in turn, increased dissatisfaction 
among the sailors, who felt unappreciated.
	 After all, it turned out that the sdap was not as deeply embedded in the Navy as first 
thought. While there was undeniably a certain, albeit difficult to measure, sympathy for 
the sdap among lower-ranking Navy personnel, the Netherlands did not possess a so-
cialist-leaning, revolutionary fleet in the years 1890-1914. The ‘red fleet’ was a concept 
that was used first and foremost in the political arena. It was an image of fear, a metap-
hor, a political construct that was indicative of certain problems at the Navy, but no less 
importantly, one that was used to undermine the Ratings’ Union and the sdap. There 
were numerous grievances among the lower ranks, as well as outright dissatisfaction, 
and tensions frequently arose between superiors and subordinates. Nonetheless, this 
dissatisfaction and the confrontation ensuing from it were never politically or ideologi-
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cally motivated. The sailors simply fought a battle for emancipation and improvement 
of their lot, targeting the conditions under which the Navy existed rather than its right 
to exist. 
	 Overall, it can be concluded that Navy personnel’s behaviour in the early twentieth 
century was not a product of Social Democrat infiltration, as many contemporaries clai-
med, but rather the outcome of a process of emancipation that had begun in the last 
quarter of the nineteenth century, which in turn was a reaction to social developments 
and the metamorphosis of the Navy. The existing dissatisfaction with employment con-
ditions was fuelled by the conservative and authoritarian attitude of the Navy leadership. 
The tensions that followed were largely the result of two diametrically opposed ‘discour-
ses’. While the Ratings’ Union – supported by the sdap – essentially fought for sailors to 
be treated with dignity, the Navy leadership and a large part of the political leadership 
entertained a paternalistic attitude towards Navy personnel. This was really about two 
conflicting ‘world views’, in which the Navy leadership would adopt the role of autho-
ritarian and sometimes caring father as it saw fit, while the sailors wanted a bigger say 
and a more egalitarian relationship. Although sometimes the Union and the authorities 
signalled the same abuses, they made different assessments of the underlying causes, 
and therefore formulated solutions that lay far apart. On top of that, the Navy generally 
took a wait-and-see attitude. The two sides actually talked at cross-purposes, creating a 
breeding ground for yet more unrest as well as more fear. In this climate, the idea of a 
‘red fleet’ thrived extremely well. The actions of the unions reinforced existing fears of 
and distrust towards lower-ranking Navy personnel. As a result, contemporary sources, 
particularly after many sailors had refused to accept the extra rations for refreshments 
on the occasion of birthdays of members of the Royal House of the Netherlands as part of 
their protest against the shore leave regulation, wrongly presented the issue as a choice 
between either red (social democracy) or orange (the House of Orange). However, that 
was not a relevant issue for most sailors. They did not engage in any political battle on 
behalf of the sdap, nor was their fight directed against the Anti-Revolutionary Party (An-
ti-Revolutionaire Partij, arp), the House of Orange or the authorities. Instead, they had 
their own sociocultural agenda. In that sense, the Dutch Navy sailor in the period prior 
to the First World War was neither red nor orange.

Conclusion
Returning to the main question and having considered all aspects, we can say that be-
tween 1870 and 1914, the Navy sailor developed in such a way that he began to question 
the existing military relationships and conditions. The Navy sailor became aware of his 
subordinated position, organised himself in an interest group, voiced his demands for 
a dignified existence and campaigned for improvement of existing working conditions 
and terms of employment. Of course, this was a process spanning many years: it did not 
suddenly begin from one day to the next, nor was it complete by 1914. The period studied 
in this thesis covers only two of the four phases distinguished by sociologists in total. 
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The first phase, lasting from 1870-1901, can best be described with the terms professio-
nalisation and awareness. The years 1901-1914 form the second phase and can be charac-
terised as a period of organisation and agitation. During this period, the willingness to 
take action reached its peak, with the various unions speaking on behalf of the sailors. 
By emphasising the process of emancipation, the intention was precisely to distance this 
study from the political frame of ‘red’ or ‘orange’. Instead, the aim of this thesis was to 
make it clear that there was essentially a sociocultural struggle going on. Although poli-
tics played a role in this, it was not a politically or ideologically charged battle – perhaps 
with a few exceptions.
	 Lastly, this leads to the more fundamental question of whether the ‘red’ week of No-
vember 1918 must be explained from the specific circumstances of the time or whether 
it had deeper roots. The specific situation at the end of the First World War likely played 
a role. The revolutions in Germany and Russia will certainly have caused anxiety among 
the authorities. Moreover, given the political tension at the time, the Navy Unions played 
for high stakes. However, this study offers a more in-depth explanation of why distur-
bances did not manifest themselves in 1918 and why the authorities’ fears were neverthe-
less understandable. The study shows how relations within the Royal Netherlands Navy 
had already been tense for quite some time. In view of the situation of November 1918, 
two general conclusions can therefore be drawn. 
	 Firstly, the doubts about the reliability of the sailors, which the authorities open-
ly demonstrated in November 1918, were not entirely unfounded. Since the end of the 
nineteenth century, relations between the lower ranks on the one hand and the Navy 
leadership on the other had been tense. However, contrary to the claims by many naval 
officers, which had little to do with socialist sympathies or the threat of revolution. It 
was far more likely rooted in a chronic dissatisfaction with the way in which the Navy 
leadership dealt with its personnel. In that sense, the fleet was indeed undergoing a la-
tent crisis. With everything that had taken place in the years beforehand, it was under-
standable that the Navy authorities feared insurrection. After all, dissatisfaction was a 
suitable breeding ground for mutiny, or even revolution. It was no secret that the sdap 
wanted to use this prevailing dissatisfaction in Dutch society like no other party. At the 
same time – and this is the second conclusion – as the study shows, the authorities had 
little control over the personnel. The Navy leadership existed too much in isolation and 
found it difficult to relate to far-reaching social developments, which also had an impact 
on Navy personnel and therefore on the organisation. It paid little attention to the expe-
rience of ratings and their motives for fighting to improve their lot. As a result, it failed 
to sufficiently comprehend the fact that the sailors were not engaged in a political battle, 
but rather a social one. 
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Archief J.C. Rijk, 1842-1854 (2.21.205.52)
Archief familie Röell, 1658-1974 (2.21.315)
Archief C. van der Voort van Zijp, 1898-1934 (2.21.281.11)
Collectie H.P. Marchant, 1888-1946 (2.21.117)
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