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CHAPTER 5

Prefects: ‘Tools of Conquest’

Abstract This chapter is concerned with the introduction of the prefec-
toral system in the North. The introduction of préfets was an expression of 
the desire to create a modern civil administration answerable to the central 
government. Attention is paid to its implementation, the selection and 
circulation of prefects, and their relationships with other actors. Napoleonic 
territorial governance meant a significant break with tradition, but its 
implementation was far from perfect. Although French legislation itself 
was not altered, in practice, many issues hindered the functioning of the 
prefectoral system in the incorporated departments, such as redrawing 
geographical borders and lack of understanding of Napoleonic governing 
practices. Creating support was difficult when no consideration was given 
to local circumstances and wishes—a challenge delegated to prefects. 
Stimulating personal mobility between different parts of the Empire was a 
possible means of accelerating integration. The case of the prefects in the 
Netherlands and Northwest Germany shows how the flow of imperial 
models, officials, and knowledge contributed to the interconnectedness of 
the different parts of the Napoleonic Empire, or conversely, how the lack 
thereof hindered integration.
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The PrefecToral SySTem

The creation of the gouvernements généraux marked merely the beginning 
of the challenge of introducing Napoleonic governance in the Netherlands 
and Northwest Germany. Napoleon Bonaparte’s so-called fundamental 
law of 28 Pluviose VIII (17 February 1800) had established a framework 
of préfets, sous-préfets, and maires, who respectively administrated the 
départements, arrondissements, and communes. This system of territorial 
governance was also to be implemented in the newly incorporated north-
ern departments. It personified the desire for ‘modern’ (in the sense of 
‘French’) territorial governance and was seen as effective in asserting state 
power throughout Europe. Prefects were in charge of the day-to-day run-
ning of their respective department. Decisions were made at the central 
level, to be carried out by prefects without criticism. Information from the 
lower levels had to flow back to the ministries in the reverse manner. In the 
process of putting Napoleon’s wishes into practice, prefects played a piv-
otal role. Stuart Woolf has therefore referred to them as one of Napoleon’s 
‘tools of conquest’.1

Remarkably, long, prefects were portrayed rather one-dimensionally. 
Historians saw them either as virtually autonomous ‘Little Emperors’ or as 
compliant state servants.2 Although decisions were taken in the imperial 
core, and prefects, as agents of the central state, were meant to follow 
instructions to the letter, historians are showing that prefects not seldom 
followed their own path. As the embodiment of the state, maintaining 
good working relations with other actors was essential for the proper exe-
cution of prefectoral tasks. This position profile in itself indicates that the 
presumed rigidity of the Napoleonic state is not completely accurate.3 
Prefects went to great lengths to align the desires of the central state, of 
regions and themselves. Hence they played a complex and sometimes con-
tradictory role within the Napoleonic state apparatus. Studying the 
introduction of prefectoral rule thus gives insight into the daily interac-
tions between the Napoleonic state and society.

1 Stuart Woolf, Napoleon’s integration of Europe (London and New York 1991) 74–85.
2 Gavin Daly, “Little Emperors?’ Investigating prefectoral rule in the departments’, in: 

P. Dwyer ed., Napoleon and his Empire. Europe, 1804–1814 (Basingstoke 2007) 58.
3 Annie Jourdan, L’empire de Napoléon (Paris 2000) 260–263.
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recruiTing PrefecTS

Whereas during the French Revolution local communities often elected 
officials, First Consul Bonaparte preferred a top-down system with 
appointed administrators who were closely connected to the central state.4 
Prefects were responsible for the flow of information, the maintenance of 
law and order, the monitoring of agriculture and religious communities, 
the appointment of lower government officials, and much more—basically 
all things pertaining to the maintaining of the Empire’s social order. 
Therefore, the official recruitment policy was not to appoint prefects from 
the region they administrated.

Selecting candidates was a complicated task. Informal patronage net-
works, family ties (by marriage) and previous political experience all played 
an important role. In particular the High Dignitaries Cambacérès and 
Lebrun were influential in the selection of prefects, the former for south-
ern departments, the latter for northern departments.5 Many prefects 
selected by the entourage around Bonaparte had a moderate revolution-
ary background, or were not very politically outspoken. The share of aris-
tocrats among the corps of prefects increased over time, which is partially 
explained by the larger share of the nobility in the incorporated depart-
ments.6 The complex process of patronage, enquiring, and reassessing is 
evident from the Interior Ministry’s archival records, which, as Isser 
Woloch has aptly put it, consists of ‘oversized worksheets for collating 
information [on potential (sub)prefects, and a] mass of supporting letters 
and petitions either recommending individuals or soliciting positions in 
one’s own behalf’.7

Significantly, the corps of prefects ‘professionalized’ over time. A sys-
tem of formal education and training, developed by Napoleon, was the 
auditoriat of the Council of State. As an auditeur, potential (sub)prefects 
could gain knowledge and experience in the Council of State and in time 
be assessed by seniors to what extent they were suitable for an 

4 Isser Woloch, The new regime. Transformations of the French civic order, 1789–1820s (New 
York 1995) 54.

5 Louis Bergeron, L’épisode napoléonien. Aspects intérieurs: 1799–1815 (Paris 1998) 70.
6 Gavin Daly, Inside Napoleonic France. State and society in Rouen, 1800–1815 (Aldershot 

2001) 42–43.
7 Isser Woloch, Napoleon and his collaborators: The making of a dictatorship (New York 

2001) 54.

5 PREFECTS: ‘TOOLS OF CONQUEST’ 



96

administrative career.8 On average, a Napoleonic prefect served just over 
four years, then posted elsewhere.

Newly appointed prefects quickly gathered information on all poten-
tially relevant topics. The prefect was assisted by a conseil de préfecture, 
comprising important dignitaries of the department, usually five, who 
settled administrative, fiscal, and legal disputes. Additionally, each depart-
ment had a so-called conseil général du département, consisting of 16–24 
members, who met annually to discuss the distribution of taxes and give 
financial advice. The conseils de préfecture and conseils généraux had a cer-
tain influence. The notables were taken seriously when they submitted 
their views to Paris, in case of disagreement with the prefect.9

Moreover, prefects had at their disposal a Secretary-General who had 
largely administrative functions. But in the absence or illness of the prefect 
they acted as his deputy, for instance, maintaining the correspondence 
with subprefects. As such they were more than just clerks. Understandably 
secretaries-generals were carefully appointed by the central government.10 
Prefects were also keen on maintaining informal contacts with local advi-
sors for their knowledge and skills in matters of local interest.11 In fact, all 
15 Secretaries-General who were appointed in the Netherlands and 
Northwest Germany were such locals.

Before incorPoraTion

Well before the Netherlands were incorporated, Batavian revolutionaries 
had criticized old decentralized structures, particularly the provinces with 
their traditional autonomy.

In 1798, the first constitution of the Batavian Republic ended provin-
cial autonomy, and introduced hierarchical-centralist principles. Like in 
France, new departments were formed that no longer followed the his-
toric boundaries and took their names from rivers. With the moderate 
Dutch constitution of 1801, departments regained old provincial borders 

8 Edward A. Whitcomb, ‘Napoleon’s prefects’, The American Historical Review (1974) 
1114–1116. https://doi.org/10.1086/ahr/79.4.1089

9 Jacques Godechot, Les institutions de la France sous la Révolution et l’Empire (Paris 1951) 
511–514; Woloch, The new regime, 55–57.

10 Daly, Inside Napoleonic France, 54–56.
11 Marie-Cécile Thoral, ‘The limits of Napoleonic centralization: Notables and local gov-

ernment in the department of the Isère from the Consulate to the beginning of the July 
Monarchy’, French History 19 (2005) 469–473. https://doi.org/10.1093/fh/cri048
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and a small part of their powers, but the unitary state was kept intact. 
There was no question of a return to pre-revolutionary provincial 
autonomy.12

Territorial governance had been further reformed during the Kingdom 
of Holland. Louis Bonaparte’s reforms placed authority at all levels of 
government in the hands of an individual subordinate to the state. Louis 
considered Dutch governance to be characterized by ‘inertia’. At the head 
of a department came a landdrost, whose main tasks were to carry out 
government orders, and supervise administration and police. In the kwar-
tieren (the equivalents of the arrondissements) so-called kwartierdrosten 
carried out the orders of the landdrost and oversaw the municipalities. 
Nonetheless, according to Dutch legislators, a moderately independent 
council of assessoren (assesors) would have to be set up alongside the land-
drost. Preferably, departmental officials would come from the region. 
Louis was able to diminish the role of the assessors, but they remained a 
power factor, unique to the Dutch system.13 And although Louis had 
wished to rearrange the departments, also sacrificing their traditional 
names for geographical neologisms, departments continued to follow 
their old borders and retained their names.

Overall, Dutch territorial governance was a mix of Dutch and French 
elements. Louis Bonaparte desired feedback on it and consulted Jean 
Guillaume Locré de Roissy, Secretary-General of the Council of State. 
From a Dutch perspective, the organization was top-down and regulated, 
but Locré preferred a more hierarchical and strict organization. Though 
Louis had in 1809 succeeded in pushing through the decision that in the 
near future assessors were replaced by departmental councils, according to 
Locré the departments were still too autonomous and powerful. Locré 
reminded Louis that administrators were mere ‘instruments’, and advised 
to further hierarchically reorganize territorial governance, limiting the 
powers of the departments.14

Whereas Dutch territorial governance had many features in common 
with the French system, that was not the case in Northwest Germany. It 
was much more diverse. In Northwest Germany, a limited tradition of 

12 J.  Roelevink, Onderzoeksgids bestuur en administratie van de Bataafs-Franse tijd, 
1795–1813 (Den Haag 2012) 9.

13 Joke Roelevink, ‘Louis Bonaparte aux prises avec l’inertie hollandaise’, in: A. Jourdan 
ed., Louis Bonaparte, roi de Hollande (Paris 2010) 125–127.

14 Locré to Louis Bonaparte, 22 June 1810. Archives nationales, Paris, AF IV 1814, 
pièce 2–4.
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territorial governance existed. Small principalities, like Arenberg, Münster 
or Osnabrück, had been ruled by local Princes or Prince-Bishops, there-
fore lacked an elaborate system of ‘subnational’ governance. And the three 
Hanseatic city-states were ruled by urban collegial bodies. Nevertheless, 
there were also regions accustomed to territorial governance.

Firstly, these were areas with a Prussian past. In Prussian regions, the 
so-called Kriegs- und Domänenkammern were in place, which had been 
established in 1723 for the purpose of governing territories distant from 
Berlin. These provincial bodies were responsible for the levying of taxes 
that served to maintain Prussia’s standing army, as well as for the day-to-
day administration of lands outside Prussia proper—hence the words 
Krieg (war) and Domänen (domains) in their title. This system of gover-
nance, while recognizing the primacy of the central state, was not a uni-
form or centralized model comparable to the Napoleonic one. In Prussian 
Northwest Germany, Münster, Aurich, and Minden were home to a 
Kriegs- und Domänenkammer. All Kriegs- und Domänenkammern were 
subordinate to the General-Direktorium (General-Directory) in Berlin, 
and its members (called Kriegs- und Domänenrat) often were people from 
outside the region. Although rather progressive administrative reforms 
were implemented in 1807, these did not apply to Northwest Germany, 
which by then was already outside Prussia’s sphere of influence.15

Secondly, the Hanseatic departments comprised areas previously 
belonging to a Napoleonic vassal monarchy, the Kingdom of Westphalia, 
or the Grand-Duchy of Berg, which both had been subdivided into 
French-style departments. For instance, in Westphalia, borders did not 
follow old territorial divisions and Westphalian departments too had 
geographical names. However, the local political elite tried to temper 
the restructuring of institutions and territorial subdivisions. It demanded 
a substantial role and respect for its privileges; in fact, about half of 
the prefects and subprefects in the Kingdom of Westphalia belonged to 
the nobility.16 Certain districts of the three northern departments of the 
Kingdom were merged with the new Hanseatic departments. Notable 

15 Margaret F.  Reid, ‘Public administration in Germany: Continuity and change’, in: 
A. Farazmand ed., Handbook of comparative and development public administration (2nd ed.; 
New York 2001) 202–203; Julian Wright and Christopher Clark, ‘Regionalism and the state 
in France and Prussia’, European Review of History 15 (2008) 285. https://doi.
org/10.1080/13507480802082607

16 Nicola Todorov, ‘Adhésion, obstruction, participation. Les Allemands face au modèle 
administratif français’, Beihefte der Francia 79 (2016) 141. https://perspectivia.net/pub-
likationen/bdf/boudon_clemens_horn/todorov_adhesion
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arrondissements were Osnabrück and Minden (both transferred to Ems-
Supérieur), and Stade and Lüneburg (to Bouches-de-l’Elbe). And some of 
the northern districts of the Grand Duchy of Berg were merged into the 
department of Lippe—most importantly the city of Münster. Thus, prior 
to 1811, about a quarter of the Northwest-German arrondissements (not 
counting ‘Dutch’ Ostfriesland) was familiar with French-style territorial 
governance.

The DuTch SouTh of The rhine

The first prefects in the Netherlands were Nicolas Frémin de Beaumont 
and Patrice de Coninck. The first was appointed prefect of the newly cre-
ated department of Bouches-du-Rhin, in April 1810, the latter, in May, as 
prefect of Bouches-de-l’Escaut. These departments had been reluctantly 
handed over to the Empire by King Louis Bonaparte, after the short-lived 
British occupation of the island of Walcheren the year before.

Nicolas Frémin de Beaumont came from a distinguished Norman fam-
ily and had started his career under Louis XVI. Shortly before the 
Revolution he was appointed to the position of Mayor of Coutances, 
which he held until 1790. After several judicial offices, he was appointed 
subprefect of Coutances under the Consulate and was a member of the 
Legislative Corps for the Manche department, where he was considered 
an expert in financial matters.17 Frémin de Beaumont was a protégé of 
Charles-François Lebrun, who had played a part in his appointment.18 

Initially, the prefect was positive. Generally, inhabitants had been coop-
erative, especially the clergy. To his satisfaction, local administrators had 
become well informed about Napoleonic governance, albeit things did 
not yet run as smoothly as in France. However, he was worried about 
obstruction from the town of Nijmegen. Its elite disliked the merger with 
former ‘Staats-Brabant’ (ruled from The Hague). Frémin de Beaumont 
pointed out a contrast between the Protestant, originally Orangist, elite of 
Nijmegen, and the more French-oriented citizens of préfecture’s- 
Hertogenbosch (Bois-le-Duc). Frémin de Beaumont contributed this to 
the higher level of education of Nijmegen’s notables, who had vivid 

17 Dictionnaire des parlementaires français III (Paris 1891) 64.
18 Marie-Rose Thielemans, Goswin, baron de Stassart 1780–1854. Politique et Franc-

maçonnerie (Bruxelles 2008) 135.
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memories of the relative independence of their city in Republican times.19 
During his time of office, Nijmegen continued to worry the prefect 
because possible rebellious sentiments from north of the Rhine could be 
transferred to his department.20 The people in the districts in former 
Brabant, who until 1795 had been second-class inhabitants in the Dutch 
Republic, generally accepted Frémin de Beaumont, who was known as a 
moderate administrator.21

From May to December 1810, the Fleming Patrice de Coninck acted 
as prefect of Bouches-de-l’Escaut, as the historical Province of Zeeland 
was now called. Originally, the idea had been to add this entire area to 
Deux-Nethès, governing it from Antwerp. When the emperor was in 
Middelburg in May 1810, mayor Jacob Hendrik Schorer managed to per-
suade Napoleon to abandon this plan and establish the separate depart-
ment of Bouches-de-l’Escaut.22 Little is known about De Coninck’s brief 
stay in Middelburg, except that supposedly ‘he was very esteemed here’.23 
He was then transferred to Hamburg to become prefect of the new 
Bouches-de-l’Elbe department. Patrice de Coninck will be further dis-
cussed below in the section on the Hanseatic prefects.

De Coninck’s successor was another Fleming, Pierre Joseph Pycke, 
who previously had been mayor of his native town of Ghent. Pycke coop-
erated well with the central government, without antagonizing the locals 
too much.24 According to prefect Pycke, the former political elite had dif-
ficulty accepting its new role. There was little overt opposition, but never-
theless widespread dissatisfaction. To impose French rule, the diligent 
Pycke established a secret police and reported personally to police chief 
Réal about public order.25 Pycke frequently called the people of Zeeland 
‘docile’ and ‘submissive’. Gradually, when Napoleonic institutions and 

19 ‘Bouches du Rhin.  – Comptes administratifs, 1811–1812’. H.  T. Colenbrander ed., 
Gedenkstukken der algemeene geschiedenis van Nederland van 1795 tot 1840. VI: Inlijving en 
opstand 1810–1813 (’s-Gravenhage 1912) no. 517.

20 Frémin de Beaumont to De Montalivet, 28 March 1813. Ibid., no. 520.
21 G.  J. W.  Koolemans Beijnen ed., Historisch gedenkboek der herstelling van Neêrlands 

onafhankelijkheid in 1813. Vierde deel (Haarlem 1913) 422.
22 J. A. M. Y. Bos-Rops, J. G. M. Sanders, and A. P. van Vliet ed., Noord-Brabant in de 

Bataafs-Franse Tijd, 1794–1814: een institutionele handleiding (’s-Hertogenbosch  and 
Hilversum 2002) 32.

23 P. J. Blok and P. C. Molhuysen ed., Nieuw Nederlandsch biografisch woordenboek. Deel 8 
(Leiden 1930) 306–307.

24 Ibid., 1259–1260.
25 Pycke to Réal, 30 January 1812. Colenbrander ed., Gedenkstukken VI, no. 784.
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measures were slowly accepted, Pycke became more positive. The popula-
tion would not readily admit it, but became used to being French, Pycke 
claimed.26 Undoubtedly, the often, perhaps overly, positive comptes admin-
istratives emphasized the ‘tranquility’ in the originally Dutch lands, yet, 
the relatively well-functioning system of conscription indeed partly sup-
ports the claims of prefects such as Pycke. In retrospect, one inhabitant of 
Zeeland wrote that, compared to other parts of the Netherlands, they had 
been reasonably fortunate with both prefects.27

PrefecTS in The Départements De la HollanDe

North of the Rhine, when the Kingdom of Holland was incorporated into 
the French Empire. Provisionally, existing territorial governance was 
retained, albeit with French terminology. Landrosten were renamed préfets, 
and kwartierdrosten became sous-préfets. Similarly, at the municipal level 
the single head of authority became the maire.

Despite similarities between former Dutch departments and the French 
prefectoral system, the decision to introduce a system of one-headed gov-
ernment at every level of the administration was a sharp break with Dutch 
tradition.28 The Dutch commission in Paris had recommended leaving ter-
ritorial divisions the same. Consequently, the borders of the departments 
North of the Rhine relatively coincided with those of the former depart-
ments of Holland. Since French departments tended to be larger, the 
Dutch departments of Amstelland and Utrecht were merged, as well as 
Groningen and Drenthe. Starting on 1 January 1811, imperial depart-
ments were to be in place.

In the former Kingdom of Holland, the selection of prefects had of 
course to take into account the views of Lebrun, who was more inclined 
to rely more on Dutch collaborators than many of his French colleagues. 
The General-Governor feared that replacing incumbent officeholders 
would discourage the new subjects. Maintaining (a part of) the Dutch 
administrative corps could help to create support for Napoleonic gover-
nance. Moreover, this would enable his General-Government to tap into 
the knowledge of Dutch collaborators.

Two landdrosten could continue their work in the same place, now in 
the capacity of prefect, namely Hendrik Ludolf Wichers in Groningen, 
and Petrus Hofstede in Zwolle. Hendrik-Ludolf Wichers was native to 

26 ‘Bouches-de-l’Escaut. – Comptes administratifs, 1811–1812’. Ibid., no. 532.
27 Olivier Groeneyk, Kronijk van Zierikzee (Zierikzee 1821) 214.
28 Roelevink, Onderzoeksgids, 376–377.
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Groningen. Trained as a jurist, he did not hold an office between the 
Revolution and 1802.29 It seems Wichers was initially rather cooperative, 
which made measures such as the conscription not too problematic. 
Wichers’ correspondence with the General-Government shows that he 
grew concerned about the needs of the population. For example, early 
1813, municipalities had been instructed to ‘voluntarily’ provide horses 
and fully equipped horsemen (so-called cavaliers montés). Prefect Wichers 
and subprefects decided that the local communities should provide about 
100 horses. In agriculture, no man could be missed. Wichers thought it 
would be better to demand twice as many horses, without horsemen. He 
suggested to compensate villagers in the hope of sparing the poorest peo-
ple. Intendant Dalphonse replied that this was Wichers’ concern since he 
had decided to reinterpret orders.30 This should not have come as a 
 surprise. A year earlier, he had made a similar request to financially aid 
poor women and children of soldiers, which Dalphonse had also rejected.31

Prefect of Bouches-de-l’Yssel, Petrus Hofstede, was born in the 
Southern Netherlands, but came from a family native to the region of 
Drenthe. His father had been stationed in Tournai, in one of the forts of 
the Dutch Republic that acted as a buffer against France. It was in Drenthe 
that Hofstede started an administrative career. As an Orangist he was 
evicted from his posts during the Batavian Revolution and was office-less 
for almost seven years. Louis Bonaparte appointed him as landdrost of the 
Department of Drenthe, and subsequently of Overijssel.32 Hofstede was 
reluctant to implement drastic reforms. For example, in the case of pov-
erty care, prefect Hofstede pointed at the limits of harmonization and 
centralization. New institutions may well be better, Hofstede wrote, but 
the present was difficult enough, even without reforms, ‘as long as war 
continues to exert such a cruel influence on almost every part of society’.33

29 P. J. Blok and P. C. Molhuysen ed., Nieuw Nederlandsch biografisch woordenboek. Deel 3 
(Leiden 1914) 1417–1418.

30 Wichers to Dalphonse, 3 February 1813. Colenbrander ed., Gedenkstukken VI, no. 1587; 
Dalphonse to Wichers, 15 February 1813. Ibid., no. 1594 .

31 G.  J. W.  Koolemans Beijnen ed., Historisch gedenkboek der herstelling van Neêrlands 
onafhankelijkheid in 1813. Eerste deel (Haarlem 1912) 375.

32 P. J. Blok and P. C. Molhuysen ed., Nieuw Nederlandsch biografisch woordenboek. Deel 4 
(Leiden 1918) 764–765; J. H. Wigger, ‘De préfecture in het Département des Bouches-de-
l’Yssel, een Frans bestuursorgaan in Overijssel in de jaren 1811–1813’, Overijsselse Historische 
Bijdragen 115 (2000) 73–75.

33 Hofstede to Dalphonse, 9 August 1811. Colenbrander ed., Gedenkstukken VI, no. 1622.
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Petrus Hofstede deviated from the official line when he disapproved of 
it. In February 1813, widespread desertion was feared. Formally, prefect 
Hofstede instructed his subordinates to pursue deserters and tell the pop-
ulation that assistance to fugitives would not be tolerated. Nevertheless, 
Hofstede did not threaten with the severe punishment of quartering sol-
diers in the parental home of a deserter. Punished families would then 
have to provide for the soldiers, which was a hated and costly sanction. 
Hofstede tried to postpone this punitive measure. However, reluctance 
among conscripts persisted. Hofstede was required to report in detail on 
the progress of the investigations and reprimand defectors’ families. He 
made little effort and preferred quartering gendarmes instead of soldiers. 
However, the number of gendarmes in the department was limited and 
they were also needed throughout the department to ease the conscrip-
tion process. Moreover, when it became clear the parents of a reluctant 
conscript could not cover maintenance costs, Hofstede decided that the 
family’s possessions had to be publically sold—a considerably milder pun-
ishment. Hofstede felt harsher sanctions were impracticable and 
counterproductive.34

Two landdrosten switched department: Regnerus Livius van Andringa 
de Kempenaer went from Friesland to former Gelderland, while Johan 
Gijsbert Verstolk van Soelen made the opposite journey. Van Andringa de 
Kempenaer came from a lineage of Frisian aristocrats. In 1795 he, like 
many, had been evicted from all posts. After the reconciliation of Dutch 
revolutionaries and Orangists in 1801, he was appointed member of the 
Legislative Body. Under Louis Bonaparte he was appointed landdrost of 
his native Friesland.35

On 4 February 1812, a major disturbance took place on the occasion 
of the handing back of the restored Sint-Walburgis Church in Arnhem to 
its Catholic inhabitants. For years it had been used as an arsenal. Since 
authorities feared that old tensions between Protestants and Catholics 
would flare up, on the day of the consecration, next to the regular police, 
also the urban militia and the gendarmerie were present. During the cer-
emony, attended by officials like the prefect, citizens gathered outside the 
church. However, things escalated between various law enforcers. When a 

34 Johan Joor, De Adelaar en het Lam: onrust, opruiing en onwilligheid in Nederland ten 
tijde van het Koninkrijk Holland en de inlijving bij het Franse keizerrijk (1806–1813) 
(Amsterdam 2000) 362–363.

35 Blok and Molhuysen ed., NNBW 8, 960.
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gendarme refused to carry out orders from an urban militia officer, the 
latter pulled his sword and threatened the gendarme. This promptly 
resulted in a fight between the (mostly French) gendarmes and local militia 
members. Also, bystanders, incited by the militia members, joined in the 
fight. When the noise of the clattering of arms and shouting was heard in 
the church, the police rushed to separate the parties. Prefect Van Andringa 
de Kempenaer dismissed the disturbance as unimportant and did not 
inform the General-Government. Of course, Lebrun and Dalphonse 
learned of it and reprimanded the prefect.36

The General-Government kept its eye on prefect Van Andringa de 
Kempenaer. Intendant Dalphonse wrote the prefect: ‘people complain 
that you do not welcome the French enough and that you give too much 
preference to Dutchmen […] it is advisable that you seek to make a fusion 
of the Dutch spirit with the French spirit, and that you bring together 
Frenchmen and Dutchmen’.37 And like his fellow prefect Wichers, Van 
Andringa de Kempenaer was critical of certain measures, such as the cava-
liers montés demanded by Paris. Van Andringa de Kempenaer undertook 
the desired action, but only after reporting it to Dalphonse, underscoring 
that he considered the legal basis of the demands to be insufficient.38 
Nevertheless, the prefect was compliant enough in French eyes. A later 
biographer wrote that the fact that the prefect was maintained by the 
Emperor, even when he was in bad health, ‘perhaps pleads against his 
independence’.39 Van Andringa de Kempenaer died on 3 December 1813 
while Prussian troops besieged Arnhem.

In the department Frise, former landdrost of Gelderland was installed 
as prefect. Johan Gijsbert Verstolk van Soelen came from a family of 
Rotterdam patricians. Verstolk van Soelen was known as a diplomatic man, 
a quality that during the post-Napoleonic period would earn him the posi-
tion of Minister of Foreign Affairs. He largely endorsed the ideas behind 
Napoleonic governance, but advocated a moderate approach, much like 
the intermediary government. Verstolk van Soelen could navigate between 
the needs of the central state and those of his department. He was not 
hated by the people, nor was he reprimanded from above, being able to 
meet the minimum requirements of cooperation regarding unpopular 

36 Joor, De Adelaar en het Lam, 185–186.
37 Dalphonse to Van Andringa de Kempenaer, 15 May 1812. Colenbrander ed., 

Gedenkstukken VI, no. 1554.
38 Van Andringa de Kempenaer to Dalphonse, 10 April 1813. Ibid., no. 1599.
39 Blok and Molhuysen ed., NNBW 8, 959–960.
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measures like conscription.40 Also, his collaboration with other Napoleonic 
actors, such as the French troops, went rather well. For instance, when the 
French commander-general in Leeuwarden complained to Governor 
Lebrun about local members of the National Guard (‘three quarters are 
laborers, workers, bad subjects and drunkards, always doing foolish things 
and even insulting their officers’) Verstolk van Soelen was willing to come 
up with a solution.41 And in cases of popular resistance, he did not hesitate 
to call upon the gendarmerie, military or departmental guard.42

Apart from Dutch natives, two experienced French prefects, both from 
the Southern Netherlands, were sent to introduce Napoleonic governance 
North of the Rhine. Former préfet of the Vaucluse, baron de Stassart, 
became prefect of Bouches de la Meuse and Count De Celles (formerly 
préfet of Loire-Inférieure) became the prefect of Zuyderzée. Thus, the 
most significant Dutch departments, which together made up the old 
provinces of Holland and Utrecht, were controlled by Napoleonic officials 
of ‘Belgian’ origin. Charles-François Lebrun initially reported quite posi-
tively on the arrival of the experienced men.43 Soon, however, it became 
evident that their appointment was counterproductive. The idea that the 
prefects from the former Southern Netherlands would function better due 
to their background, was clearly a misconception. They regarded them-
selves as being French through and through and had little affinity with 
the Dutch.44

Goswin de Stassart, as prefect of Bouches-de-la-Meuse working from 
The Hague, had been subprefect of Orange, and subsequently in Avignon 
prefect of the Vaucluse department. Previously, thanks to his knowledge of 
German (as a child having lived in Austria) he had been intendant in Tirol 
and Vorarlberg. In 1806, he was entrusted with the task of administrative 
inspections in Belgium and the Rhineland, and between 1806 and 1808 
had been Intendant in several Prussian territories. Based on his many years 
of experience in Prussia, Belgium and the Rhineland, he was convinced he 
knew how to approach the Dutch. ‘The main basis of my political thinking 
has been to develop the idea of a strong and vigorous administration, 
because I believe that is a very important point for the people of the 

40 Arend Pietersma, ‘Johan Gijsbert Verstolk van Soelen, prefekt fan it departemint Fryslân, 
1811–1813’, It Beaken. Tydskrift fan de Fryske Akademy 51 (1989) 14–27.

41 Devaux to Lebrun, 20 November 1811. Colenbrander ed., Gedenkstukken VI, no. 1234.
42 Joor, De Adelaar en het Lam, 374–375, 658.
43 Lebrun to Napoleon, 11 February 1811. Archives nationales, AF IV 1724, pièce 84.
44 Thielemans, Goswin, baron de Stassart, 135.
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north’, he told Indendant Baron Dalphonse.45 Prefect De Stassart was 
known for his zeal and meticulousness, but also his temper. He was eager 
to settle pending matters ‘sur le champ’ (‘without delay’). De Stassart was 
on bad terms with the Napoleonic police, in particular Director-General 
Devilliers Duterrage in Amsterdam and the Commissioner-General in 
Rotterdam, De Marivault. De Stassart complained repeatedly to Minister 
De Montalivet, that De Marivault showed little respect.46

De Stassart’s relationships with his Dutch subordinates, and with the 
General-Government, were also troublesome. In a confidential report that 
perplexed the Minister of the Interior, De Stassart accused nearly all his 
subordinates of Orangism. Moreover, De Stassart felt that the subprefect 
of Rotterdam was arrogant, the subprefect of Leiden incapable, that of 
Dordrecht lazy, and Brielle’s subprefect vain. As for the maires, the mayor 
of The Hague was supposedly too vain and that of Rotterdam too old. 
Lastly, Secretary-General Caan had little firmness and to too much self- 
esteem, the prefect concluded.47 Intendant Dalphonse criticized De 
Stassart’s self-confident actions. In Dalphonse’s eyes, the prefect should 
‘serve His Majesty as he wishes, as to avoid anything that may cause dis-
content and produce unrest and anxiety among the people’.48 Instead of 
softening his tone, De Stassart denounced the General-Government, to 
which Dalphonse replied: ‘I know many trustworthy prefects, but I do not 
know any who has been given the freedom you are asking for’; the inten-
dant added that he would report De Stassart’s undesirable behavior to the 
minister in Paris.49

Antoine de Celles, the new prefect of the large Zuyderzée department, 
was born in Brussels and had made a career in the Napoleonic army and 
administration. Prior to his position in Amsterdam, he was posted in 
Loire-Inférieur, and was known as a diligent and experienced administra-
tor. De Celles, however, could react aggressively, was overly punctilious, 
and had little interest in local traditions. Like De Stassart, seeking prompt 
integration into the French Empire, De Celles had bad relationships with 

45 De Stassart to Dalphonse, 29 August 1811. Colenbrander ed., Gedenkstukken VI, 
no. 1513.

46 C.  F. Gijsberti Hodenpijl, ‘De Fransche overheersching I-X’, Elsevier’s Geïllustreerd 
Maandschrift (1910) II, 257–258; V, 257.

47 Thielemans, Goswin, baron de Stassart, 152.
48 Dalphonse to De Stassart, 6 February 1813. Colenbrander ed., Gedenkstukken VI, 

no. 1588.
49 Dalphonse to De Stassart, 10 February 1813. Ibid., no. 1590.
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numerous other Napoleonic officials.50 De Celles could also be very criti-
cal of subordinates, such as certain subprefects. Both De Celles and De 
Stassart were determined to vigorously impose conscription. Their deci-
siveness and repressive actions, made a great impression on the public, 
contributing to hatred toward the French.

A recurring issue were De Celles’ disagreements between with the 
maire of Amsterdam, Willem Joseph van Brienen, who got along well with 
General-Government members.51 In contrast, De Celles’ relations with 
the police were excellent; Devilliers du Terrage supported De Celles in his 
conflicts with the General-Government. When Napoleon heard of the dis-
putes, Lebrun explained that Devilliers and De Celles were close acquain-
tances and the police exaggerated the situation. Lebrun argued conflicts 
had arisen due to the clash of two different political cultures. Also, the 
‘great affection between the police and the prefecture […] must be taken 
into account when assessing its accusations’.52 Additionally, Dalphonse 
pointed out that French governance was very different from Dutch tradi-
tion, and simply time was needed for the Dutch to accommodate.53 When 
disagreements between the ardent prefects and subordinates escalated, 
Lebrun intervened and through his connections in Paris recalled decisions 
made by De Celles and De Stassart.54

in BeTween The neTherlanDS anD germany

The Dutch-German border region consisted of Ems-Oriental (Ostfriesland 
and Jeverland) and Lippe (Münster and surrounds). Because Ems-Oriental 
fell under the supervision Charles-François Lebrun, appointing a prefect 
endorsed by Lebrun would have been logical. Lebrun considered former 
landdrost Willem Queysen an upright and competent man. He therefore 
regretted that the prefectship of Ems-Oriental was awarded to Frenchman 

50 Johanna W. A. Naber, Overheersching en vrijwording: geschiedenis van Nederland tijdens 
de inlijving bij Frankrijk, juli 1810–november 1813 (Haarlem 1913) 62–65.

51 Martijn van der Burg, ‘Local administration in the Napoleonic empire: The case of 
Napoleon’s third capital’, Napoleonica. La Revue 25 (2016) 123–141. https://doi.
org/10.3917/napo.025.0123

52 Lebrun to Napoleon, 2 February 1812. Colenbrander ed., Gedenkstukken VI, no. 315.
53 Dalphonse to De Montalivet, 10 April 1812. Ibid., no. 1413.
54 Maarten W. van Boven ed., Afscheid van de wereld. Het eigen levensverhaal van Boudewijn 

Donker Curtius, politicus, advocaat en rechter in de Bataafs-Franse tijd (Hilversum 
2010) 28–29.
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Sébastien Louis Joseph Jannesson. Lebrun argued that replacing Queysen 
would discourage Dutch officials, which could be counterproductive.55 
However, according to French informant Gateau, Queysen was a staunch 
supporter of the House of Orange, which disqualified him.56 Appointing 
a non-Dutchman was nonetheless a smart move because Ostfriesland and 
Jeverland in 1807 had not been enthusiastic about becoming Dutch, and 
the subsequent imposition of Dutch institutions.57 Lebrun in August 
1810 advocated using the German language in Ostfriesland, as he consid-
ered it a ‘great burden’ to treat inhabitants as if they were Dutch.58 German 
became an official language in Ems-Oriental—similar to the Hanseatic 
departments, a few months later. And from November 1811 Ems-Oriental 
onward resorted under the Imperial Court in Hamburg, instead of 
The Hague.59

Joseph Jannesson, born in Saverne, in the Alsace, had earlier been sub-
prefect of Zweibrücken in the department Mont-Tonnerre, and member 
of the conseil de préfecture of Haut-Rhin. Subprefects in this district often 
came from military circles. Jannesson owed this appointment to General 
George Mouton, who was the brother-in-law of Jannesson’s brother-in- 
law Charles-Philippe d’Arberg. Before, as subprefect in the Rhineland, 
Jannesson had a problematic relationship with  locals who preferred a 
native-German subprefect.60 However, in Ems-Oriental, he seems to have 
been well-liked, being open to the opinions of people of all backgrounds. 
And Jannesson was not known to intervene extensively in all matters, 
unlike other prefects.61 This ‘egalitarian’ approach seems to have dis-
pleased Lebrun. According to Lebrun, Jannesson ‘made choices that 
resemble those of the worst years of the revolution’; for instance, he 
appointed jury members who were ‘innkeepers, craftsmen, people with 

55 Lebrun to Napoleon, 13 December 1810. Colenbrander ed., Gedenkstukken VI, 
no. 155.

56 ‘M. Gateau - sur plusieurs Hollandais marquans’, 30 July 1810. Ibid., no. 35.
57 Archives nationales, AF IV 1816, pièce 13.
58 Auguste de Caumont la Force, L’architrésorier Lebrun, gouverneur de la Hollande, 

1810–1813 (Paris 1907) 51.
59 Naber, Overheersching en vrijwording, 62.
60 Gordon D. Clack, ‘The politics of the appointment and dismissal of the prefectoral corps 

under the consulate and empire. The example of the department of Mont-Tonnerre’, 
Francia 11 (1983) 492. https://doi.org/10.11588/FR.1983.0.51262

61 Tileman Dothias Wiarda, Neueste Ostfriesische Geschichte 10: von 1806 bis 1813 (Leer 
1817) 660.

 M. VAN DER BURG

https://doi.org/10.11588/FR.1983.0.51262


109

almost no property. I have already told Your Majesty that this man had 
neither the means nor the moral principles of these times’.62

Further South, the Lippe department comprised the heart of the for-
mer Prince-Bishopric of Münster, which had fallen in Prussian hands in 
1802 and subsequently been divided between other German principalities. 
Initially, all lands between the old borders of the Kingdom of Holland and 
the rivers Lippe and Ems had been added to several Dutch departments. 
But this encountered difficulties. There was uncertainty about the exact 
boundaries and the German administrators communicated poorly with 
their superiors in the Dutch department capitals.63 Eventually, at the 
request of the local elite, the borders of old principality, were partly 
restored in 1811, in the form of the separate Lippe department. Judicially, 
it was labeled a ‘Rhenish’ department since the region fell under the 
Imperial Court in Liège.64

Jean-Charles-Annet-Victorin de Lasteyrie du Saillant was appointed 
prefect in Münster. De Lasteyrie du Saillant, born in the village of Le 
Saillant in the Limousin, descended from old nobility from Southern 
France. Also a military man, De Lasteyrie du Saillant belonged to emi-
grants who took part in the royalist Army of Condé.65 Being in close con-
tact with Austrian fellow-officers, he must have acquainted himself with 
the German language. After the failed counterrevolutionary episode, he 
acquired the favor of Napoleon in the fight against the English, following 
the invasion of Walcheren in 1809. De Lasteyrie du Saillant has been char-
acterized as a prefect determined to carry out the Emperor’s wishes; yet, 
also as attentive to the population.66 President of the Imperial Court in 

62 Lebrun to Napoleon, 1 July 1811. Colenbrander ed., Gedenkstukken VI, no. 264.
63 Wigger, ‘De préfecture’, 71–72.
64 Barbara Dölemeyer, ‘Frans recht in Noord-Duitsland. De inlijving van de noordwesteli-

jke gebieden van Duitsland bij het Franse keizerrijk’, in: A.  Berkvens, J.  Hallebeek and 
A.  Sirks ed., Het Franse Nederland: de inlijving 1810–1813. De juridische en bestuurlijke 
gevolgen van de ‘Réunion’ met Frankrijk (Hilversum 2012) 38.

65 Peter Burg, ‘Präfekten an Rhein und Weser. Das biografische Profil der napoleonischen 
Regionalverwaltung in eroberten Gebieten’, in: V.  Veltzke ed., Napoleon. Trikolore und 
Kaiseradler über Rhein und Weser (Köln etc. 2007) 192.

66 Pierre Henry, Histoire des préfets: Cent cinquante ans d’administration provinciale, 
1800–1950 (Paris 1950) 46; Monika Lahrkamp, Münster in napoleonischer Zeit: 1800–1815. 
Administration, Wirtschaft u. Gesellschaft im Zeichen von Säkularisation u. franz. Herrschaft 
(Münster 1976) 193–194.
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Hamburg, De Serre characterized him as a generous ‘homme de qualité’.67 
The General-Government in Amsterdam continued to monitor the 
department intermittently; reports or inspection rounds often 
included Lippe.

PrefecTS in The hanSeaTic DeParTmenTS

The administrative reorganization of the Hanseatic departments largely 
followed procedures developed during the integration of the Rhineland. 
Territorial divisions were decided upon in Paris, but exact subdivisions 
were determined on the spot. During March 1811, Intendant René de 
Chaban systematically sought to work out a new territorial division of 
Northwest Germany, as until then the borders of the departments had 
only been roughly mapped out. Few detailed topographical maps were 
available. As a former prefect, De Chaban knew well how inadequate 
demarcations could complicate the work. The division into arrondisse-
ments was largely in accordance with French law and, as a result, the popu-
lation and the territory were distributed relatively evenly among the 
departments. Where possible, De Chaban tried to take into account ‘local 
interests’ and ‘old habits’. For lands previously part of Berg or Westphalia, 
the existing district borders were used as a basis.68 

All three Hanseatic prefects came from ‘new’ Belgian of Rhenish 
departments. Intendant De Chaban doubted whether they should be 
granted full powers immediately, or that (like in Italy) the army should be 
given a certain degree of control, considering the German population 
knew ‘no fatherland’, and thus was guided by ‘personal advantage’ alone.69 
Indeed, military circles were an important source of candidates, as had 
been the case with De Lasteyrie du Saillant. De Chaban increasingly dis-
liked that his powers over the prefects were limited. He criticized the lack 

67 De Serre to his mother, 28 April 1813. G. de Serre ed., Correspondance du comte de Serre 
(1796–1824). Tome premier (Paris 1876) 282.

68 Burghart Schmidt, Hamburg im Zeitalter der Französischen Revolution und Napoleons 
(1789–1813) (Hamburg 1998) 466–469; Bernd Wunder, ‘L’administration territoriale des 
départements allemands annexés par l’Empire napoléonien’, in: M.  Pertué ed., 
L’administration territoriale de la France (1750–1940) (Orléans 1998) 352–353.

69 Schmidt, Hamburg, 489–490.
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of centralization to properly ‘direct’ prefects; the introduction of 
Napoleonic governance was thereby hampered, he argued.70

Charles-Philippe d’Arberg, from the Belgian town of Jemappes, was 
made prefect of Bouches-du-Weser, operating from préfecture Bremen. 
He was a son of a general and a lady of the court of former Empress 
Joséphine. In other ways, too, he was related to prominent state officials: 
D’Arberg’s sisters were married to General Louis Klein and General 
George Mouton. As auditeur of the Council of State he was charged with 
diplomatic missions, such as the Peace of Tilsit in July 1807, and made a 
military career. In 1808, as Governor, he had to watch over the abdicated 
Spanish king, who was obliged to reside in the Castle of Valençay. As a 
man with both diplomatic and military backgrounds, he was an excellent 
candidate for the post in peripheral Bremen. Known are d’Arberg’s inter-
ventions in public health, and his actions against rebellious movements in 
his department.71

Karel Lodewijk van Keverberg, or Karl Ludwig von Keverberg, was 
appointed prefect of Ems-Supérieur, working from Osnabrück. Von 
Keverberg was born in Haelen in the Dutch-speaking part of the Prince- 
Bishopric of Liège, near the borders with the Dutch Republic and Prussian 
regions. Von Keverberg was talented, a member of a prominent Rhenish 
noble family, and familiar with German society. He had studied at Prussian 
universities with the intention of making a career there. The French 
Revolution temporarily interrupted his ambitions; with Napoleon’s coup- 
d’état, he quickly climbed all the sports of the French administrative lad-
der, beginning as the maire of his birthplace, working his way up to 
subprefect of Cleve. Von Keverberg requested to be appointed prefect of 
a department along the Rhine, but this would not be in keeping with the 
official policy of appointing as few administrators as possible from the 
region. Moreover, a polyglot like Von Keverberg could be useful else-
where. With the incorporation, Von Keverberg, supported by his prefect, 

70 De Chaban to Davout, 16 April 1812. Georges Servières, L’Allemagne française sous 
Napoléon Ier, d’après des documents inédits tirés des Archives Nationales et des Archives des 
Affaires Étrangères (Paris 1904) 479–481.

71 Biographie nouvelle des contemporains… Tome premier (Paris 1820) 228; Helmut Stubbe 
da Luz, ‘Franzosenzeit’ in Norddeutschland (1803–1814). Napoleons Hanseatische 
Departements (Bremen 2003) 157, 291.
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pleaded with Minister De Montalivet, emphasizing his deep knowledge of 
German society.72

The sharp-minded Von Keverberg quickly realized that rigidly intro-
ducing Napoleonic governance would encounter problems and advocated 
a less strict implementation. Especially the wide range of traditional-local 
governance in Northwest Germany differed from the principles of French 
administrative regulations. Although the Commission in Hamburg under-
stood Von Keverberg’s objections, he was urged to stay close to the French 
example.73 During his term of office, Von Keverberg tried to reconcile 
French and German interests, and urged Napoleonic officials to be com-
passionate as inhabitants’ dissatisfaction with reforms came not out of 
anti-French feelings, but ‘out of love for their native country’. Ministers in 
Paris were susceptible to his arguments.74 Von Keverberg became increas-
ingly critical. He resented the repressive measures following the unrest in 
the Hanseatic departments, early 1813, its populations had been placed 
under a state of emergency. The prefect complained to Davout that inhab-
itants had made enough sacrifices in previous years.75

Lastly, Patrice de Coninck, from the Flemish town of Bruges, became 
prefect of Bouches-de-l’Elbe. He had substantial administrative experi-
ence, as mentioned earlier, having been prefect of Jemappes and Bouches- 
de- l’Escaut. De Coninck’s name had not been on the list of prefectoral 
candidates presented to the emperor by the Paris Minister of the Interior. 
Given the profile of De Coninck, and his provenance, it can be assumed 
that De Coninck had been proposed by Charles-François Lebrun. In 
Hamburg, De Coninck was a skillful administrator and pursued a moder-
ate policy, but was considered, especially by the army, as neither very ener-
getic nor particularly diligent.76 Also, Davout and De Chaban had their 
reservations about De Coninck—in their eyes, in this extraordinary border 
region, outstanding prefects were needed. But De Coninck was not viewed 

72 Antoinette Joulia, ‘Ein französischer Verwaltungsbezirk in Deutschland: Das 
Oberemsdepartement (1810–1813)’, Osnabrücker Mitteilungen 80 (1973) 39–41; Michael 
Rowe, From Reich to state: The Rhineland in the revolutionary age, 1780–1830 (Cambridge 
and New York 2003) 94.

73 Antoinette Joulia, ‘Les institutions administratives des départements hanséatiques’, 
Revue d’histoire moderne et contemporaine 17 (1970) 890–891.

74 Joulia, ‘Ein französischer Verwaltungsbezirk’, 65–66.
75 Stubbe da Luz, ‘Franzosenzeit’ in Norddeutschland, 221, 291.
76 Swantje Naumann and Helmut Stubbe da Luz, Die französischen Besatzer in Hamburg. 
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as an exceptionally hard worker, nor very perceptive. The prefect wanted to 
keep everyone happy, according to Davout, who tried to replace De 
Coninck.77 De Coninck, in a letter to the Minister of the Interior in Paris, 
stressed that the Government Commission was doing too little to gain the 
general confidence of locals, which was not beneficial for their loyalty to 
the Empire.78 When in February 1813 rumor spread that the Russians 
were about to take Hamburg, De Coninck, just having sent a letter to 
Paris affirming the loyalty of his department, attempted suicide, which was 
thwarted in time by a civil servant.79

circulaTion of préfets

As a part of empire-building, numerous former landdrosten had been sent 
to France. The landdrost of the dissolved Utrecht department, Jan Hendrik 
van Lynden van Lunenburg, was compensated with membership of the 
Corps législatif in Paris—just like his fellow landdrost Willem Queysen of 
Oost-Friesland.80 Plus, two landdrosten were promoted to prefect and 
exchanged places with French colleagues. Carel Gerard Hultman from 
The Hague went to Avignon, be take over the prefectship of Vaucluse 
from De Stassart. And Jan van Styrum exchanged Amsterdam for Nantes, 
to succeed De Celles in Loire-Inférieure. The latter quickly acquired the 
reputation in Nantes of a generous and friendly man who did his utmost 
for the community, so it is said. His son, Jan van Styrum jr., had traveled 
with him to France and had been made auditeur, with the prospect of a 
fine career within the Empire. But son Jan died on 8 May 1812, which 
weighed heavily on the parents. Eventually, Van Styrum had to resign in 
February 1813, when he came into conflict with the central government 
over conscription matters.81

77 Schmidt, Hamburg, 494.
78 Silvia Marzagalli, ‘Administrer à la française une ville allemande: Les difficultés au quoti-

dien vues de Hambourg’, Beihefte der Francia 79 (2016) 104–105.
79 Hyacinthe-Claude-Félix de Barthélemy, Souvenirs d’un ancien préfet (1787–1848) (Paris 

1886) 81; Alexandre Boudet de Puymaigre, Souvenirs sur l’émigration, l’empire et la restau-
ration (Paris 1884) 148–149.

80 Blok and Molhuysen ed., NNBW 3, 802.
81 Alphonsine Delaroche to her husband André Marie Constant Duméril, 19 October 

1812. S’écrire au XIXe siècle. Correspondance familiale, 1810–1819 (2010). http://corre-
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Vaucluse’s prefect Carel Hultman, in contrast, remained on good terms 
with the central government. Hultman born in Zutphen, was a former 
moderate revolutionary, who had gained diplomatic experience at the 
Prussian court during the Batavian Republic. Under Louis Bonaparte sev-
eral distinguished posts were awarded him. That Hultman was a man from 
the center made him a good candidate for the French. Impartiality and 
honesty were seen as his qualities.82 In Avignon he is said to have made 
himself popular through ‘wise and fair administration’, and then to have 
returned to the Netherlands at his own request.83 Carel Hultman’s request 
came timely. Napoleon could make good use of an experienced Dutchman 
since two Dutch prefects were dismissed, namely Hofstede and Wichers. 
These had been quickly distrusted by the French, such as police official 
Réal, who considered them to be ‘weak’, both mentally and physically. 
Consequently, both Wichers and Hofstede were relieved of their duties on 
12 March 1813. Newspapers reported euphemistically that  they were 
‘called to other functions’.84 Hofstede’s loyalty was questioned. For 
instance, Réal was unpleasantly surprised that Hofstede’s sons did not 
serve in the army.85 His reluctance to fight desertion angered superi-
ors as well.

Hultman filled the gap left by Hofstede in Bouches-de-l’Yssel. Interior 
Minister De Montalivet desired a confidential correspondence with 
Hultman, so that the prefects (who, in his own words, had become ‘véri-
table français’) could gather ‘interesting details’ for Paris. Hultman was 
positive about the efforts and willingness of the territorial administrators, 
but was critical of their knowledge of the French prefectoral system. 
Particularly the Secretary-General, still clanged on to ‘old methods and 
forms’, wrote Hultman. There were also too few administrators who had 
a good command of the French language. Hultman indicated that 
improvements would take some time.86 Hultman kept repeating this argu-
ment for quite some time—which is surprising since the presumed ‘nov-
elty’ of prefectoral rule can be questioned, by the end of 1813.87

82 ‘M.  Gateau  - sur plusieurs Hollandais marquans’, 30 July 1810. Colenbrander ed., 
Gedenkstukken VI, no. 35.
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85 ‘Rapport du conseiler d’État Réal sur sa mission en Hollande’, July 1811. Colenbrander 

ed., Gedenkstukken VI, no. 274.
86 Hultman to De Montalivet, 20 June 1813. Ibid., no. 719.
87 Hultman to De Montalivet, 30 September 1813. Ibid., no. 720.
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For many years, only one prefect from Old France had been active in the 
Netherlands, namely Nicolas Frémin de Beaumont, from Coutance. But 
when the Napoleonic Empire came under increasing tension, a person from 
Old France was sought to strengthen the grip of the state. Ems- Occidental’s 
prefect Wichers, being ‘too old’ and too concerned with the needs of the 
local population, was replaced with Claude-Auguste Petit de Beauverger. 
Petit de Beauverger, born in the Bourgogne, had been the Secretary-General 
of Government Commission in Hamburg, working under Davout and De 
Chaban. Before that, he had been a departmental councilor in Paris, and 
member of the Legislative Corps. He was a brother- in- law of Nicolas 
Frochot, who from 1800 to 1812 had been prefect of the important Seine 
department. Shortly before, Frochot’s son Étienne had been appointed sub-
prefect in Oldenburg, within Petit de Beauverger’s sphere of influence. Petit 
de Beauverger has been characterized as a compliant follower of Napoleon.88

The General-Government in Amsterdam took a reserved attitude. 
When Petit de Beauverger arrived in Groningen, General-Governor 
Lebrun informed him that Intendant Dalphonse might have a consultative 
role, but his views were widely appreciated. And Lebrun also warned 
against the very positive newspaper articles, which could be interpreted as 
flattery by the Dutch. Lebrun also objected to negative reports on the 
previous prefect.89 So relations between the General-Government and 
Petit de Beauverger were strained, and contrary to fellow-new-prefect 
Hultman, Petit de Beauverger was considerably more pessimistic on the 
progress. He saw little enthusiasm among the population. Moreover, 
according to the prefect, there were few dedicated people among civil 
servants and other state officials. Petit de Beauverger did not encounter 
any open opposition, but he did observe inertia and tacit resistance. 
Nevertheless, taxation and conscription encountered few problems, 
according to the prefect.90

In Northwest Germany only one staff-change occurred, namely follow-
ing the uprisings of early 1813 and subsequent fall of prefect Patrice de 
Coninck. Charles-Achille-Stanilas-Emile le Tonnelier de Breteuil, De 
Coninck’s replacement, brought with him imperial know-how. Originally 

88 Dictionnaire des parlementaires français I (Paris 1889) 231.
89 Lebrun to Petit de Beauverger, 1 May 1813. A.-C.  Lebrun, ‘Notice biographique’, 

in:  A.-C.  Lebrun ed., Opinions, rapports, et choix d’écrits politiques de Charles-Franc̜ois 
Lebrun, duc de Plaisance (Paris 1829) 142–143.

90 Petit de Beauverger to De Montalivet, 29 September 1813. Colenbrander ed., 
Gedenkstukken VI, no. 724.
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from Paris, Breteuil had studied at the École Polytechnique, together with 
Charles de Choiseul-Praslin, married Le Tonnelier de Breteuil’s sister 
Charlotte, and become high officer of National Guard in Paris. Charlotte 
Le Tonnelier de Breteuil maintained a network to promote her brother’s 
career. The ardent prefect had earlier held the position of Intendant of 
Styria and Lower Carniola, in the Illyrian Provinces. On 30 November 
1810, he was appointed prefect of Nièvre, from where he was transferred 
to Hamburg in March 1813.91 As one of the emperor’s staunchest sup-
porters, he quickly recognized the difficult task he was facing, as he wrote 
to his minister: ‘I see clearly that we are hated […] I hope we will force 
[the inhabitants] to love the Emperor and serve him as faithful subjects’.92 
In retrospect,  tax inspector Boudet de Puymaigre characterized Le 
Tonnelier de Breteuil as highly influenceable. According to Boudet de 
Puymaigre, he was exceptionally loyal to Napoleon.93 Such an obedient 
figure was exactly what Paris wanted, considering the circumstances, but it 
is doubtful whether the prefect’s appointment was beneficial to integration.

Maps 5.1 and 5.2 show the origins and geographical mobility of people 
who were appointed prefect, respectively in the Netherlands and Northwest 
Germany.94 Black lines visualize the individual administrative careers, 
which gives insight into the circulation of prefects within the Empire. 
Orange circles represent birthplaces; the larger their size, the more often a 
person from that location was appointed to a new post—or persons, in the 
case of shared places of birth.

Most prefects in the Dutch departments originally came from the Low 
Countries, either the former Dutch Republic or the Southern Netherlands. 
Only two came from Old France. Nevertheless, as the maps shows, 
‘Belgian’ prefects were in charge of virtually the entire Dutch coastline: 
De Coninck and Pycke in Zeeland, De Stassart in South-Holland, and De 
Celles in North-Holland and the West Frisian Islands. Hardliners De 

91 Étienne Léon de Lamothe-Langon, Biographie des préfets, depuis l’organisation des pré-
fectures, 3 mars 1800, jusqu’à ce jour (1826) 94–96; Servières, L’Allemagne française sous 
Napoléon, 485–487.

92 Jean Vidalenc, ‘Les ‘départements hanséatiques’ et l’administration napoléonienne’, 
Francia 1 (1973) 440–441.

93 Boudet de Puymaigre, Souvenirs sur l’émigration, 160.
94 For more information on the visualisation data see next chapter, as well as the dataset: 

Martijn van der Burg, Napoleonic prefects and subprefects in the Netherlands and Northwest 
Germany (Palladio project), Humanities Commons, 17 September 2020. https://doi.
org/10.17613/9zn2-r331
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Celles and De Stassart controlled the densely populated western parts of 
the Netherlands. Prefects of Dutch descent were generally  not mobile; 
they seldom traveled further than two departments. Hultman was the 
exception to the rule, having a continuous and mobile Napoleonic career.

Prefects in the Northwest German departments originally came from 
‘Old’ France and the former Southern Netherlands, except for ‘Dutch/
Prussian/Rhenish’ Van/Von Keverberg. Prefects posted in Northwest 
Germany were rather mobile, having served throughout the Empire, spe-
cifically the French heartland. This difference between the  Napoleonic 

Map 5.1 Circulation of the Napoleonic prefects in the Dutch departments
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officials in the Dutch departments and those in the German departments 
will become even more apparent in the next chapter on the subprefects.

Prefects of French descent in the Netherlands and Northwest Germany 
often continued their work in a post-Napoleonic French department, 
think of Frémin de Beaumont, Petit de Beauverger, and Le Tonnelier de 
Breteuil. Lippe’s prefect Lasteyrie du Saillant fled to France in late 1813. 
The sources are silent about what happened to him afterward, apart from 
his death in 1833 in Saint Rabier in the south of France, not far from his 
native soil. When the Cossacks advanced, Ems-Oriental’s prefect Jannesson 

Map 5.2 Circulation of the Napoleonic prefects in the Northwest German 
departments
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did not manage to flee in time and was imprisoned. After the war, he went 
back to his properties in Alsace. But many French officials remained 
administratively active during the Restoration.95

Prefects of Dutch descent often were appointed gouverneur in the 
newly established Kingdom of the Netherlands, or another administrative 
post. This was also the case for ‘well-liked’ Belgians, De Coninck and 
Pycke, who in the years after Waterloo became Dutch gouverneur in 
Antwerp, and Ghent respectively. Van Keverberg became gouverneur in 
Antwerp and Ghent, changing places with De Coninck and Pycke. The 
other Belgian prefects De Celles and De Stassart held no public offices 
until 1821. Briefly, during the Hundred Days, De Stassart was member of 
Napoleon’s Council of State. After 1821 both men became oppositional 
members of the Second Chamber of the Dutch Estates-General. Both 
would play a leading role in the Belgian Revolt in 1830.

naPoleonic PrefecTS comPareD

Stuart Woolf rightly noted that prefects have been ‘tools of conquest’, dur-
ing Napoleon’s ‘integration of Europe’ (to again quote Woolf). Arguably, 
‘tools of incorporation’ would have been an apt label. Following the phase 
of conquest, prefects embodied the pursuit of binding departments to the 
central state and had a pivotal function between the actual taking of a ter-
ritory and more elaborate attempts at its integration. As the Empire 
expanded, talented young men were systematically trained to represent the 
state at subnational level. However, not only personal qualities played a 
role to obtain a prestigious post. A balance had to be sought between 
selecting the most competent persons and those who had the best contacts.

Across Europe, prefects encountered problems when the uniform 
Napoleonic system of territorial governance came into contact with local 
and regional governing practices. Prefects individually had to make assess-
ments, which had repercussions on the effectiveness of the prefectoral sys-
tem. While prefects did not take equal consideration of the wishes of all, 
they undeniably had a high degree of self-determination. The incorpora-
tion process therefore, to some extent, took existing situations into 
account. For pragmatic reasons, and a certain willingness to recognize 
regional diversity, boundaries of the Dutch departments largely followed 

95 For the post-Napoleonic careers of imperial officials, see Aurélien Lignereux, Les impéri-
aux: administrer et habiter l’Europe de Napoléon (Paris 2019).
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traditional provincial and departmental borders. For example, Friesland 
(Frise) could retain its old name, and Zeeland, at the request of locals, was 
granted a department of its own (Bouches-de-l’Escaut). Likewise, the cre-
ation of the German Lippe department shows the preparedness to listen to 
local elites’ wishes. Strikingly, precisely in the ‘intermediate’ departments 
of Ems-Oriental and Lippe, feelings of regional uniqueness developed in 
opposition to the Dutch—within a French context.

A difference between the Netherlands and Northwest Germany was the 
novelty of Napoleonic territorial governance. During the Batavian 
Revolution, the Dutch had already become acquainted with ‘depart-
ments’ as replacements for the Provinces. And under Louis Bonaparte, the 
usefulness of a prefect-like character, in the form of the landdrost, was 
recognized. Many Dutch officials could therefore continue their work 
within the French state. Some Dutchmen were even considered compe-
tent enough to become prefect in France. Northwest Germans, in con-
trast, were never appointed to high posts in other parts of the Empire. Nor 
had Northwest Germany had precursors to the prefectoral system, apart 
from the ex-prefects from the Kingdom of Westphalia, and, to a much 
lesser extent, the Prussian Kriegs- und Domänenräte.

The Dutch prefectoral corps North of the Rhine, was a mixture of 
‘Belgians’ and Dutchmen. Most of them, coming from the circles around 
Lebrun and his acquaintances, preferred a mild approach. De Stassart and 
De Celles were exceptions, but influential ones, who controlled the strate-
gic and densely populated coastal departments. By contrast, prefects of 
Dutch origin—often former Orangists or former revolutionaries of mod-
erate signature—developed various strategies to deal with their superiors. 
That Dutch prefects were outspoken, or were not Napoleon’s most ardent 
supporters, was not an insurmountable problem, but failing to carry out 
orders altogether was an issue. Less fervent prefects tried to keep different 
parties satisfied. Some of them faithfully followed the directives of 
Ministers, but did not do anything extra, whether or not without explicitly 
expressing their reservations. Others carried out instructions as they 
received them from higher up, but gave their own interpretation to them, 
in the hope of softening measures. Frequently, delays occurred in the exe-
cution of orders, or information flow from below. This could buy time for 
prefects to operate at their own discretion. Many native prefects empha-
sized, sometimes for years, the novelty of the French system, which would 
be the cause of inadequacies.
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The prefects in Northwest Germany came predominantly Old France, 
except Fleming De Coninck and Van/Von Keverberg—the latter cannot 
be categorized as either ‘Belgian’, Dutch, or Prussian. And the more mili-
tary character of the prefectoral corps of Northwest Germany stands out, 
compared to the predominantly civilian character of the Dutch prefects, 
both north and south of the Rhine. The controversy over the appointment 
of Ems-Oriental’s prefect (a Dutch-civil administrator or French-military 
one?) is exemplary. Strikingly, family relations played a more important 
role in Northwest Germany than in the Netherlands. Prefect were more 
often related, not seldom via their sisters, to other high officials: Petit de 
Beauverger to the Frochot family; Jannesson and Arberg to Generals like 
Mouton and Klein; Breteuil to Charles de Choiseul-Praslin. This was also 
apparent outside the prefectoral corps.

It seems the influence of the General-Government in Amsterdam on 
‘its’ prefects was greater than Davout’s and De Chaban’s influence on pre-
fects in Northwest Germany, much to the disappointment of Intendant 
De Chaban. In Amsterdam, given his position, Lebrun had no daily con-
tact with prefects, yet he did occasionally intervene. Lebrun criticized pre-
fects for their behavior when he believed prefects did not strictly abide the 
law, or when prefects’ behavior did not contribute to good governance—
for example, when, in his eyes, they were too ambitious or too negative 
toward the Dutch. Intendant Dalphonse often entered into discussions 
with reluctant prefects, either French or Dutch. Dalphonse and Lebrun 
did not want to dictate the prefects’ entire behavior, but did expect pre-
fects to do their utmost to find a middle way between introducing the 
French system and respecting Dutch traditions. In the last year of 
Napoleonic rule, when doubts about the docility of the North grew 
sharply, Paris increased the share of French prefects in the northern 
periphery.

In the post-Napoleonic period, former prefects continued their activi-
ties in France, the Netherlands or, later, Belgium. None of them pursued 
a career in a part of Northwest Germany. As for national(ist) remem-
brance, Dutch and German eye-witnesses who subsequently wrote about 
the prefects were often rather mild in their judgment. Frequently, they 
noted that prefects had had an eye for local needs, or at least had sought 
to leniently apply orders from above. Most chroniclers agreed that ‘it 
could have been a lot worse’, compared to the minority of zealous pre-
fects. Prefects were generally not blamed for the excesses of the Napoleonic 
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period, even though prefects were undeniably co-responsible for the 
implementation of detested measures like conscription.

In sum, in both regions a balance was sought between, on the one 
hand, firming imperial grip via the strict implementation of Napoleonic 
governance, and, on the other hand, entrusting authority to locals and 
respecting traditions. In the Northwest German case, the former approach 
prevailed, in the Netherlands the latter was more present. Despite these 
regional differences, the prefectoral system functioned for the most part, 
which confirms the image of prefects as tools of incorporation. This did 
not mean that Napoleonic measures could be introduced without ques-
tion.  To further explore the subtleties of Napoleonic governance, it is 
worthwhile zooming in on the arrondissements (districts), where subpre-
fects were responsible for the integration process. These persons, as well as 
the difficulties they encountered, will be the focus of the next chapter.
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