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In 1~67, Tsar Peter I of Russia visited the Netherlands 

as part of the 'Grand Embassy' visiting Western Europe. The 
, / 

official purpose of this Grand Embassy was "to renew the old 

friendships, to champion the cause of,the whole of Christendom 

and to weaken the enemies of the Cross of the Lord, the Turkish 

SuI tal)., the Kan of the Cri-mea and all Musselman hordes." 1 

Although Tsar Peter did wish to form an alliance with Western 

Europe against the Turks, his main motivation was that he 

wished to visit particula.r.ly Holland and England to learn all 

that he could about shipbuilding and trade. 2 However, officially 

it was the Grand Embassy that visited the Netherlands, as the 

Tsar had decided to travel incognito with the Embassy as a 

captain of the guards. There were two reasons for this. The 

first was that no Tsar had ever travelled so extensively outside 

of Russia and widespr~ad knowledge in Russia of the Tsar's 

departure would seriously aggravate an already very tense 

military-political situation. 3 Secondly, Peter I was at that 

time a shy person outside his own environment and he also dis­

liked having to endure the elaborate diplomatic and intricate 

ceremonial ritual of the court. That goi;ng in,cognito posed 
problems for European protocol was of no concern to him. 
Travelling incognito also meant that no official document nor 
any newspaper could make a direct reference to his presence 

in Europe or mention the Tsat ~y name. 4 

By 1~67, the War of th~ League of Augsburg, a war which 

had dragged on for eight years, was coming to an end. The 

Dutch armies under'the leadership of William of,orange had . 
withstood the grandiose ambitions of the French under Louis 

XIV. The same William in 1688 had ascended to the British' 

throne as William III. For his part, Peter I had defeated the 

Turks at Azov in 1696,. Both monarchs were, therefore, powerful) 
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rulers over vast domains which had recently succ.essfully 

repelled external military threats. 
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Nearing the Netherlands, Peter I could no longer 

suppress his ardent desire to visit, in particular, Zaandam, 
'. 

and finding the pace of ~he Embassy toO slo~, he sped on 
/ 

ahead with eighteen servants and 'volunte~rs' arriving at 

Amsterdam the evening of Saturday, August 17, 1697. He had 

come by sailing down the Rhine ,by way of Arnhem and Utrecht, 

and the day following arrived at Zaandam. 5 The 'Grand 

Embassy' did not arrive at Nijmegen until August 20, and 

travelling slowly by way of Dordrecht, Gouda,anp. utrecht 

entered Amsterdam on August 26. 6 

Willem III was also present in Holland at this time 
/ 

due to the peace- negotiations at Rijswijk, near The Hague. 

The Stadhouder was residing at 'Het LOo', an estate near 

\ Utrecht which has since become the residence of the Dutch 

monarchs. Because the negotiations were still in a crucial 

stage and since Willem III did not want to pomplicate matters 

by meeting with the Tsar of Russia who was advocating a. 

Christian alliance against the Turks who at that time were 
allies of the French, a few weeks went by before~either the 

Grand Embassy received an official audience in The Hague by 
the States-General or an 'unofficial' meeting could take place 

between William III and Peter I. By the second week of 
September, the major issues had been settled at Rijswijk and 
the Grand Embassy received word in Amsterdam. that William III 

would grant an audience. 7 Envoys of both parties agreed that 

all ceremonial ritual and protocol be set aside. Further, 

rather than one monarch travelling to visit the other, it was 

agreed by common consent that both would travel to Utrecht 

and meet there. a 
On the evening of September 10, 1697, Peter I accompanied 

by a small entourage including thr'eeenvoys left Amsterdam for 

Utrecht. The evening departure for Utrecht by ordinary barge 
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as well as the small entourage were arranged so as not to 

attract attention. Arriving at Utrecht the following 

morning, Peter I took lodgings at the inn named "De Toelast". 

About four o'clock in the afternoon W±llem III arrived at the 

inn, also with a small eftcort of just three co,aches,~ 9 I 

The Stadhouder first had a short meetin'g w~lh Peter's 
! 

three ambassadors. Shortly thereafter, Willem IiI and the 

Tsar met each other in Peter's chambers. They spent well over 

two' hours toge,ther in p~i va te conversation assisted only by 

Nicolaas Witsen and LeFort. Almost nothing i~ known of this 

first meeting and conversation between these two monarchs 

except that they were very friendly to each other. Official 

Russian records have observed complete silence with regard to 

this private/meeting. This is not surprising since it was an 

unofficial meeting and the Tsar was travelling incognito. Nor 

do the Dutch sources reveal anything substantial. The only 

item of substance mentioned was a speech ill- 'which Peter I 

lavishly praised Willem III and wherein he stated that he wq.s 
ready to place himself and his Russian armies at the disposal 

of Willem III to fight the latter's enemies. This speech was 
, t d b h h" f" 10 t re)ec e y Dutc 1stor1ans as 1ct10n. However, recen. 

discoveries o/f source material and a more careful analysis of 

the original sources indicate that Peter did make this speech 
even though it was probably prepared'by someone else beforehand 

d . t ' t' f' t t t d 11 an no as 1mpromp u as 1r~' s a e • 
Although the details of the meeting are not known, the 

occasion was thought worthy of a commemorative medal. The now 

extremely rare medal was struck in 'Utrecht by Nicholas 

Chevalier. 12 

Regardless of the penchant of the Tsar for secrecy and 

his effort to be" as inconspicuous as possible, word soon 

spread through Utrecht and Hollp.nd 'that the Tsar was, in 

Utrecht and a great crowd of curious onlookers carne from near 

and far. The large crowds made Peter very uneasy and led to ' 

the cancellation of h.isplan to attend a dinner at Zuilen 

.. 
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the following day. Though "the sources are not clear, it does 

seem that Peter did have more meetings with Willem III and 

probably dined privately with him at Zuylenstein near Utrecht. 

On September 15, the Tsar left Utrecht to return to Amsterdam. 13 
, " . 

Even though very little is known of the content of the 

discussions between these.two monarchs on t)Xis most his;oric 

occasion, the intensity of the personal co;iltacts throws a . 

valuable light on our understanding of the future relations 

between these two rulers and their domains. Both the Tsar and 

the Stadhouder seem to have developed a liking for each other . 

and Willem III seems to have adapted very well to the complex 

and strange personality of such a young but powerful and 

forceful ruler as.Peter I. No doubt the informal mood at 

Utrecht was an important factor. 

Less known is the fact that Peter I paid a second ex­

tensive visit to the Dutch .Republic in 1717. On this occasion 

he also visited Utrecht. Peter I had passed through Utrecht 

quietly on December 16, 1716 on his way to"Amsterdam but,on 

March 10, 1717 the Tsar visited Utrecht accompanied by the 
\ 

Tsarina and a small entourage. Not only was the Tsar 
f 

interested in seeing such well-known attractions as the Dom, . 

but he also wanted to visit the famous silk factory, 'Zijdebalen', 

of David van Mollen. This silk factory was built in 1681; it 

employed circa 250 workers and/was second in Holland only to 

one in Haarlem. Van Mollen had his own ships and used these 

to export his products which became known for their quality 
d 1 · . 14 throughout Europe an a so ~n Russ~a. 

Peter had always shown the highest interest in new 

technology, often insisting on learning first-hand all or if 

not, at least the rudimentary skills and the techniques involved. 

His visit to Zijdebalen on the Vecht w~s no exception. The 

factory was powered by a very large waterwheel. The Tsar, 

wishing to see exactly how the scoops on the waterwheel worked, 

came too close to them and would have been seriously' injured 
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or even killed had it not been for the quick action of the 

~ foreman who very roughly but effectively pulled the Tsar out 
) 

of danger. Peter's bodyguards who had only suddenly noticed 

that their master had been grabbed and thrown to the floor, 

drew their weapons. But Peter quickly explained what had 

happened and embraced the man who had saved his lif~.15 
/ 

Peter came to utrecht again on 22 August when he and 
/ 

the Tsarina were on their way to Het Loo. On September 2, the 

Tsar left Amsterdam, Utrecht and the Dutch Republic for 'good. 

What is noteworthy is that the first encounter between these 

two great monarchs took place without fanfare in an ordinary 

inn in Utrecht in 1697. 
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