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PART I


Alongshore


 


In the late sixteenth century, Netherlanders stepped onto the stage of what we would later call the Dutch maritime empire. Beginning in 1594, Dutch merchants began reaching the Indies. They returned to the Netherlands with stories of immense riches awaiting further voyages of discovery and exploration. In 1602, the United Provinces granted a charter to the East India Company. Soon it was extending its reach from Java in Indonesia to the Moluccas, the Malabar Coast of India, Ceylon (Sri Lanka), Formosa (Taiwan), and Japan. By mid-century, it had displaced the Portuguese as the dominant European power in the Indies. In the same decades, other Netherlanders began imagining their way into the New World. The West India Company's 1621 charter gave it monopoly status along the coasts of West Africa and Brazil, the Caribbean, and a place in North America later called New Netherland. In 1625, the directors purchased Manhattan Island.


The Dutch sailed as alongshore people. And it was as maritime people that they made intelligible to themselves the strangeness of New Netherland and their encounter with native peoples. The stories of their ventures were of voyaging out in pursuit of trading enclaves: Footholds alongside the kingdom of Ceylon, in the harbor of Nagasaki, or on Manhattan Island. Some stories washed ashore at Zuider Zee ports such as Enkhuizen and Hoorn. Those of Jan Huyghen van Linschoten became the foundation of Dutch travel literature. Others became the intellectual property of trading companies as skippers handed over their logs after following directors' orders such as these: locate and settle a central rendezvous for the trading fleets we'll be sending out. If possible, let it be an uninhabited offshore island. Above all, establish amicable relations with the overseas residents. In short, remain alongshore.


Understanding maritime empires is difficult for us. We understand the land stories of territorial imperialism. Tales of European settler societies dispossessing natives of their lands do not read like morality plays. But regrettably, they do make sense to us. We assume that colonial intruders will want to drive inexorably inland, hoping to see power spatialized before them, desiring the assurance that comes of identifying virtue with working the land.


We assume, too, that somewhere behind colonialism is a metropolitan's proud and bellicose sense of nationalism. But in the first half of the seventeenth century—that is, during most of the existence of New Netherland—the aspirations of the Hollanders and the political environment to which they were responding were the opposite of these. In 1644, the directors of the East India Company represented to the home government their notion of colonialism, territorial dominion, and nationalism: the places they'd captured in the Indies were not national conquests but the property of private merchants who were entitled to sell them as they wished, even to the king of Spain or any other enemy of the United Provinces.


The Dutch maritime empire is the name we give to all the incidental theatrical acts that were the condition of its possibility. They were performances played out in Dutch seaside villages, on quarterdecks, and in encounters with indigenous people. They were also writing performances. Taken together, the theatrical acts were the sine qua non of empire.









Chapter 1


Alongshore: Stories to Tell of the Virginias


The six men waited for a response to a petition laid before the States General of the United Provinces. They were men from North Holland. Dierck and Cornelis Volkertsz, Doctor Verus, and Doctor Carbasius were from the port of Hoorn. Pieter Nannincx lived in Medemblik, a coastal town nearby. He was an accountant. Pieter Dircxzen was a companion of the five men. It was late September 1621.


Their request was minimal enough. But they knew exactly what they wanted. Might they fit out and send a ship to “the Virginias.” They would store aboard only permitted merchandise. It would be used for trading in the Virginias and, they assured the committee, they'd make a profit. This done, they would instruct the ship to return with their cargo and clerks.1 Their request was approved. But a tough caveat was added: make good use of exactly nine months and one week to supply the ship, carry out your trading ventures, make some kind of profit—whatever and wherever that might be—and get back to Holland.


Volkertsz, Verus, Carbasius, and the others were marginal men. They were marginal to the larger purposes of the States and its interests in the Virginias. They were also marginal to other groups of men who were just as eagerly eyeing off the Virginias and promising significant profits by opening markets there. Such venturers were also promising to deliver knowledge about further lucrative discoveries that the States might follow up: coastlines, rivers, islands, places to trade.


But the six hopeful entrepreneurs were also marginal in a now obsolescent meaning of the word “marge.” They were from coastal towns in the marginal zone between “what seamen call ‘open ocean’ and what landsmen might call ‘ordinary inland landscape.’”2 In that sense, they had everything in common with other Dutch men hoping to get rich by sending one—or four or six—permitted voyages to the West and East Indies, even with most of the members of the States.


On the edge of the sea and the edge of land, the marge was a place of residence. It was also a state of mind. This book is about that state of mind. And it is about its consequences for people in another far-distant coastal zone—people who spoke Algonquian, or so their language would come to be called. They lived in the southern waterlands in places such as Rinnegackonck, Kestateuw, Pagganck, and an island that the local Manhates seemed to call the “island of the hills.” Soon these would be called (but not by them) New Netherland.


The towns of Hoorn and Medemblik were alongshore to the Zuider Zee, a great bay that held special kinds of terror. The sea bottom shifted constantly and unpredictably. Convulsive storms and the strong tides made it even more perilous than the fierce North Sea. It's much less dangerous to navigate to Spain, said one man, than to try the “passage over the Zudder-Sea.”3


Hoorn and Medemblik shared about sixty kilometers of the low broken coastline, with Monnickendam and Edam to the south and Enkhuizen midway between them and off to the east. To separate what was seaward and landward, the people of Hoorn, Enkhuizen, and Medemblik had erected a continuous strandwal, or coastal dike, between their towns. The wal was a thick hedge of wood, probably elder wood. People knew where to collect it (the island of Wiering) and how to set it in place so that the roots faced seaward. They knew it needed close watching and, for parts of it, replacement every five or six years (Fig. 2, Map 1).
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Figure 2. Living alongshore. Salomon Jacobsz van Ruysdael's River Landing (1643, detail) helps us imagine each of the towns and cities named on Map 1 as riverside-or sea-oriented places. Here sea and shore merge imperceptibly. Other Haarlem artists were painting landscapes consciously inspired by the techniques of marine painters. Statens Museum for Kunst, Copenhagen.
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Map 1. The Netherlands, c. 1650.


The coasts taught people to live with essential instability. Sand dunes continually moved and with them the bundles of elder-wood reeds: toppled and crushed overnight, a defensive boundary marker suddenly nowhere to be seen. Only the towns stared down the marge's signs of instability. In a sense, they were networks of walls: encircling city walls; stone embankments reinforcing inner harbors; walls set against eighteen-foot tides that delivered powerful sea surges with the full or new moon. Enkhuizen had an outer groyne and a second row of dikes to protect shipbuilders. Medemblik gave itself the walls of a fortified castle. Hoorn erected a towering vuurtoren, today's lighthouse. The whole area was called, simply, Waterlands.


By the time Volkertsz and Carbasius were turning their thoughts to the Virginias, the industries of the Zuider Zee towns were flourishing. The sea fisheries and maritime carrying trade were making some men rich. Ordinary townspeople and coastal villagers were capitalizing on the trades as well. They had learned to make the discriminations and develop the skills that such complex industries required. To work the herring fleets, skippers and sailors had to know when the fish came into Dutch waters (early autumn) and when it was best to start looking for salmon or cod (April to July). They had to be knowledgeable about newfangled changes. The herring could now be salted and barreled at sea—look for the large ships doing this, the keeled and deep drafted buizen that could handle 840 barrels of fish and be put to use after the herring season as cargo ships trading around European ports from the Baltic to the Mediterranean. Experienced seamen lifted anchor only after discovering who owned which of the ship's nets or what percentage of a net. Enkhuizen's investors and skippers had to calculate that their vessel would be only one of about a hundred regularly leaving port in the chase for herring.


The townspeople of Hoorn and Enkhuizen also learned how to profit from salt. They collected it in its rawest form from France, Spain, and the Canary Islands and shipped it home to salt pits within the city walls. Once, about sixteen years before the petitioners' request, they were seeking it—and fighting for it—in the New World. They knew how much salt to use in a barrel of fish and how many barrels one of the great buizen could fill. They learned how to refine the salt, clear away the stubble, and work it into white table salt. They learned the legalities that governed the packing sheds: salt the herring or cod only in sheds with open doors or on high streets or on the docks. Finally, they knew how to ship salt to markets in the Baltic.4


Some townspeople became ships' carpenters. They became members of the guild and mastered a knowledge of wood types and timber markets. They learned to circumvent the watchful wood mongers who would forbid them selling their leftover timber. There were also shipbuilders: some were contractors, some were not. Each would have realized that the larger the seaport, the more they would have to pay for a foreshore property suitable for a slipway and woodshed. They would have expected to build ships for markets discovered by their own seaport and not those—the warships or the stately vessels—that were the specialty of other ports. Each would have known that there were towns only near the bay that, wanting profit from shipbuilding, made themselves alongshore. Edam engineered channels and slips and grew famous for building ships of all burden.


The shipbuilders were only one sort of businessman who needed a sharp eye for the kinds of ships moving around the Zuider Zee. A Hoorn or Enkhuizen merchant trading to Norway for timber had to know that an old vessel would serve for shipping fir home. But logs for masts required fluijts with deeper holds and special arrangements for loading. He needed to know that a buitengewoonschip was a vessel especially assigned to protect the retourvloten, the Indiamen returning from the Far East. He needed to know that schuiten or slabberts (but certainly not buizen or hoekers) were best for the inland trade or searching rivers for plaice and shellfish. He didn't need to be told that the Mediterranean trade was astonishingly lucrative but very dangerous.5


The stories told in the Zuider Zee seaports were as soaked by the sea as were the local skills and local knowledge. Some stories were sung. On an Oost-indiëvaarder (Indiaman), each demanding task—hoisting sails, giving orders, weighing anchor—had its special song or chant. Other stories made sense of the mysteries of the sea and the townspeople's relationship to them. About the herring, locals said that God had sent them to Netherlands waters. Why else would they swarm so remarkably close to the seashore and swim toward “any light, fire or humane Creature: as it were saying, ‘Come take me.’” People said that the multitudes of herring seen at night resembled lightning striking far off in the distance. Their eyes are “bright like fire.” Strange and monstrous creatures fished from the seas gave a sense of veracity to tales of a sea-woman and a sea-man. In one version, a sea-woman is taken up at Haarlem and a sea-man in Friesland. Both live to an old age, unable to speak, and the mermaid, locals say, sought often “to get again into the water.” In another account, the sea-woman is seen at the edge of the sea and taken to Edam by some women of Enkhuizen going in a small boat to feed their cattle. Again, legend had it that a statue of Medea once stood at a place along the Zuider Zee. And from its wondrous intervention, Medemblik took its name.6


Such stories had a beginning, middle, and end: the sea-woman and seaman live to old age. Medea's seaport becomes Medemblik. But the event that had a temporal dimension most like a good story, starting out and moving to an end, was the sea voyage.
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By 1621, merchants and seamen from the Zuider Zee trading towns had stories to tell of the Virginias. Cornelis Hendricksz, a skipper from Monnickendam, had been there. Seven years earlier, he had made the voyage that Volkertsz and his associates were now hoping to organize. Hendricksz's employers were prosperous investors from the northern seaports and Amsterdam, a city some distance to the south. His backers were ambitious merchants. They were also imaginative. They knew how to structure, finance, and evaluate the results of long-distance voyages of discovery and commercial exploration. One day soon, men like them would imagine their way into a place called New Netherland. They would begin a permanent encounter with the native people.


Hendricksz had sailed for the Virginias in 1614. The report he presented to the States carefully displayed the business acumen and purposefulness of his principals as well as his own. It reminded the committee of the venturers' considerable stake in exploring what they called America between New France and Virginia. Nominating themselves as directors of a New Netherland Company, they had financed an extensive expedition for new overseas markets and were now able to present the States with the commodity it liked best: information. They had details about the latitudes within which their ships had navigated and traded, that is, “from forty to forty and five degrees [north latitude], situate in America between New France and Virginia.” More important, they had proof of having explored even more distant seas and coastlines: more southerly, between the thirty-eighth and fortieth degrees of latitude, Hendricksz had discovered some new country, a bay, and three rivers.7


Following custom, the company directors presented a map of all this to the assembly. Although Hendricksz had done the surveying and constructed the map, the investors suggested that they, not he, deserved the credit for putting the coasts on paper. Among other things, they'd thought ahead to the most important age-old requirement. They had arranged that he would set out for a place where he would find a small yacht left behind by a skipper sailing for them on a previous voyage. With this, he had been able to explore close to the coastline, farther along another, distant marge.


They had named the small charting vessel Restless (Onrust).8 For Dutch navigators and entrepreneurs, Restless must have had meanings obscure today. Perhaps it was a metaphor for the restless sea. Perhaps it stood for the restless quest of the ship of life wandering the world's seas and, as a later writer put it, “threatened by monsters and shipwreck…[saved] only by the light of God.” Onrust was also the name chosen by the East India Company for an island set off the shores of Djakarta in Java. They valued it highly as a place for maintaining the company's ships. An island: valued for facilitating the restless search for profits. Now a coastal yacht: valued for the same restless purposes9 (Fig. 3).


From all this, the directors thought they had a good case for claiming exclusive rights to trade for four years along the newly discovered coasts. Hendricksz, for his part, had his memories of three years of navigation. He had been paid to have the temperament of his two-masted yacht: to be dissatisfied with anything less than searching out the next bay or headland, to be outbound and inbound, restless.


He also had his stories. The report delivered to the States in summer 1616 was not in his own words. Undoubtedly, the notary who accompanied him and the directors on their first appearance before the committee would have constructed it into proper prose. At their next meeting, he spoke out. He may have seemed the least significant man in the room. But he was not. Only he and his navigating justified what a prominent Dutch jurist was then saying constituted the rightful acquisition of unknown lands. They could be claimed because they'd been “discovered at sea.” So a seafarer like Hendricksz was crucial to discoveries—and if he were a careful observer and meticulous recorder, he needn't have bothered to put a foot ashore.10
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Figure 3. In Rest Elsewhere, the artist is suggesting that the restless pursuit of the world's riches is similar to the Christian's quest and enjoyable repose after overcoming life's threatening journey. Repos Ailleurs, device of Philip van Marnix van St. Aldegonda in Album Amicorum of Abraham Ortelius, 1579 (detail). Permission of the Master and Fellows, Pembroke College, Cambridge.


Hendricksz reported briefly. First, the geography of his discovery: “certain lands, a bay, and three rivers situate between 38 and 40 degrees.” Next a list of his trading activities and observations. These he itemized, reducing them to just five sentences. He'd seen a country full of trees; he'd seen deer and turkeys and partridges. He'd experienced a climate as temperate as theirs in Holland.


Flora and fauna and climate—and then: inhabitants. The natives incited no thicker a description in Hendricksz's listing than the inanimate objects. But going on: with the natives, he had traded. The exchange brought him furs, robes, and other things. He had also bargained for three additional commodities that the natives who called themselves Minquaes had put on the market—or, at least Hendricksz put the transaction into the language of commodity exchange. He had, as he said, also “traded for, and bought from the inhabitants” three men whom the company had put ashore from an earlier voyage and who had somehow made themselves employees of the natives. He said nothing more. From the stories of other men, he learned what to offer as the purchase price for furs: kettles, beads, and other merchandise. The same stories now recounted back in Holland—those of a seemingly incidental encounter with native Americans—were, of course, not that at all. Together with his maps, his notarized testimony gave proof of having opened new trading relations with local people, markets, and trade routes. Taken together, these three achievements established that his was a successful voyage of Dutch discovery and possession.11
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During these early decades of the seventeenth century, sea captains' stories broke again and again against the shore from Medemblik down to Monnickendam. The States and the directors of the East India Company (VOC) and later the West India Company liked to think that they were their intellectual property. Routinely, and theatrically, they would oblige a departing skipper to sign assurances of their rights. And the theater went into additional acts when the voyage ended and the captain delivered his logs and chests, together with an account of everything that had happened to him during the voyage. Usually, the theater was enacted as soon as the vessel announced its arrival home. Representatives of the States or companies would either wait alongshore for their papers and maps or board a lighter and collect them aboard the anchored ship. They could require the skipper and crew to keep their discoveries secret and, above all, prevent them from sharing their maps. After the papers had been thoroughly examined, the skipper received his reward for his “dangers, trouble and knowledge.”12


But the same officials anticipated that skippers would deceive them—stow away secrets, fail to disclose some profitable information. A captain exploring for the East India Company in the Virginias about five years before Hendricksz's voyaging was made to read the board's distrust of him. To the agreement that detailed accounts needed to be delivered to them, they added, “without keeping anything back.” When everything was settled, the pay could go to sailors of many nationalities according to the rules set by skippers. No difficulties there. But the knowledge was theirs.13


But the stories that the seamen from the Zuider Zee had to tell were too prodigal and too exciting—or if they were not exciting, they could be made to be—to be somehow trapped like shoals of fish in the nets of profit-driven boards of directors and their documentation projects. The stories from the Virginias were full of their own excitement. Seventeen years from the time of Volkertsz's request, a ship would arrive in Medemblik from a great river they were calling the South River (Delaware River). No one was told why the ship was detained in port for a year. But about other ships and voyages, publicists were eagerly sharing with the public what information they had. Words such as “We learn by the arrival of the ship whereof Cornelisse Jacobsz May of Hoorn was skipper” promised a tale of adventure. Or listen, they said: “a ship belonging to Monnickendam having been wrecked in that [far distant] neighborhood.…” The author of a travel book drew readers into vivid action scenes: you can see both islands, he wrote, “from the quarter deck.”14


These were real and enticing details not to be missed. And the excitement was enhanced by the accounts of seafarers setting sail for other destinations, too, men who plotted a course from the western shores of the Zuider Zee north to Texel and thence to the East Indies or the Ijszee. Texel was a West Frisian island whose harbor served as a rendezvous for convoys of ships—at one time, 210—many of them sailing for the Companieën van Verre, the Companies for Far Journeys. A Dutch writer praised it as one of the great gateways to the sea. A popular Dutch playwright of the time assumed that everyone in his audience knew its importance. He could use it as a metaphor for death: everyone who journeyed to another world had to pass through it.15


So in the towns and villages along the strandwal, stories from the East Indies mingled with those from America or, as it was often called, the West Indies. Soon some were printed for a public that delighted in what one publisher promised as “tales of wondrous occurrences.”16 For that reason, one popular writer criticized sea captains who, when he published his little emblem book in 1614, were now sailing everywhere but still couldn't find any evidence of the exotic “monstrous beasts” reported to have lived in Asia.17


Some men were wonderful storytellers. Others, sensing advantage in this, fashioned themselves into being so. David Pietersz de Vries of Hoorn was one of these. So was the mariner who constructed his log into an adventure story, cunningly describing the public festivities arranged in Amsterdam for the homecoming of his ship, the return of each resident seaman to his own house, the search of others for an inn, and then each going “his own way.” Still others were scarcely storytellers at all. And some, like Jan Pietersz Coen, who sailed from Hoorn for the East India Company, founded Batavia, served as resident director-general of the Indies, and returned to Hoorn in 1623, were exotic stories in themselves.18


Jan Cornelisse May also had stories to tell. He too was a skipper from Hoorn and in 1612 sailed the seacoasts between New France and Virginia. He began his outward voyage of discovery in 1611. Like Hendricksz later, he put his stories in reports laid before the States after inscribing them in his log.


May was a supreme storyteller. He was not an entertainer but, rather, a professional in his trade, a man who knew how to talk the language of commercial adventuring. So we haven't accounts of him yarning along the North Holland foreshore in one of its thatched cottages. Like Hendricksz's, the imaginative world of his voyaging was primarily written down for the States and the admiralty. The stories were retold, however, to a public both inquisitive and, as we'll see, outspoken about the way they wanted their seafarers' exploits reenacted in print. Read with the least imagination, even fragments of a narrative such as May's were anyone's series of adventure stories.


The journal presented one exploit after another. This was not because May was seeking a popular audience, although he was like other navigators in directing his principals' attention to the many times he endangered his life for the sake of their enterprise (and was therefore deserving of special reward). The perils, escapes, and achievements he logged were not those of the open seas or of going inland. They were perils arising from charting the offshore waters, the shelves and the bottoms where land was its most liminal and contradictory self: both the cause of shipwreck and the promise of safety. His exploits were the feats of seamanship that the trading companies expected, the acts of taking possession from “at sea.” So his readers were sharing the dangers that arose from his restlessness in navigating shorelines: finding and ceaselessly recording his global positioning; doggedly moving on, as he wrote, om coopmanschap te doen, in order to engage in trade.19 Or, as other entrepreneurs would say four hundred years from May's time, he sailed in order to satisfy a niche market, this one in furs.


May hoped to discover a northeast passage to the riches of Cathay and the Indies. If it all worked out, the exploration would bring him a salary of over fifteen hundred guilders—and make some investors nothing less than millionaires. He followed instructions that took him north from Texel, then around the northern shores of Scandinavia and to a course set for what they called the Ijszee. He was then to sail east through the straits of Anian and south to the Far East. But the pack ice of the Ijszee defeated him, so he decided to overwinter along the east coast of Nova Francia (Canada), surveying the entire unknown coast from Terra Nova (Newfoundland) to the Virginias. He would also seek out encounters with the natives. He would give his principals for North America what they wanted in the Far East: a clear sense of how future trade might be conducted.20


So the accounts he put before his directors were crowded with daily notations. They were observations on his ship's condition (“very white with the snow”), descriptions of bays and inlets, notations rectifying earlier mariners' errors. His log was a record of place names signifying acts of possession. The same names expressed emotions that could not have been lost on other seafarers or the public: “All Saints Bay” and “All Saints Island” because they'd passed them on November 1; “Beautiful Harbor” since it was “as lovely a harbor as there might be in all the world.” He named a bay of islands that sheltered him on February 2 “Candlemas,” for the religious feast of that day. A harbor featuring two old sloops urged him to name it “Sloops Bay.” “Vosje Island” would be a place “after the name of our ship.”21


The entries also described a theater of commercial exchange. They caught the crew in tableaux bargaining with coastal-dwelling natives. Usually the aborigines were few in number. And always they were encountered in a space that the strangers—and possibly the natives—understood best: the marge between the open ocean and inland. Exchange took place on the land's edge—where a wooded copse, thick scrub, or high dunes could not screen the meeting place from offshore watchfulness—or on the deck of the ship anchored close in. The seamen and the natives both kept these locations in anxious and constant focus. None imagined that the encounters were anything but those of strangers, potentially murderous strangers.


On at least twelve such occasions, May and the others exchanged trading goods for furs. As good merchants did at home, the seamen first examined what they called—and thought the native vendors meant to present as—samples of their merchandise (monsteren). Less often, they shared food, drink, and tobacco. Once, a native let two arrows loose against the sailors watching in a launch. They returned fire but with no loss of life. May did not take it as his task to interpret the intentions of this man or of the natives generally. He had no interest in describing them as dirty or clean, lying or truthful, irreligious or religious, primitive or civilized. He wrote them into his log variously, and generally not pejoratively, as imboorlingen (natives), volck (people), wilden (primitive men in nature), een wilt man (a savage or wild person). Once a fellow officer on his supply ship wrote that the men and women were nearly naked and always armed. May wrote nothing of this.22


The episodes were action bites within a longer account that May's superiors would make sense of by putting it alongside information gathered from other voyages. Meanwhile, the public encountered the story of May's attempt to reach Cathay and his overwintering in Nova Francia. They also learned of the adventures of the Crane, his smaller escort vessel. Somewhere along the shores of Nova Francia, natives had killed its senior officer and five crewmen. Whether the reading public found entertainment in the details of the men's deaths—three beheaded, three dying from horrific wounds, all buried on a remote island—we don't know. They were keen to read of dramas at sea: the heroic, the tragic, the romantic. Had they been privy to May's journal, they would have felt the strong emotion he expressed. He named the bay where the killings occurred “Sorrowful Bay.” For the island where the bodies were later buried, he chose the same name as that chosen by crewmen of the fleet that had sailed to the Indies in 1595. They had buried many men “on a small island…[where] there were so many dead buried that they baptized it ‘Hollandtsch Kerckhof,’ the Hollanders' Burying Ground.”23


Jan Huyghen van Linschoten from Enkhuizen was May's opposite as a storyteller. As against May's weighty professionalism, he wrote with unbounded exuberance. He had more tales to tell than he could control. He published his early stories in 1596, just eighteen years before May undertook his journey. In his Itinerario, Voyage ofte Schipvaert naer Oost ofte Portugaels Indien, Huyghen's voice as storyteller urged readers to a sense of his own enchantment. It was the beginning of Netherlands travel literature (Fig. 4).


At the age of seventeen, van Linschoten left Enkhuizen and sailed with the Portuguese to the Indies. With a touch of picaresque contrivance, he told readers why this was so. He wanted to see “strange lands, or to seek some adventures.” But there was nothing of contrivance in descriptions of the Indies so buoyant that one editor paraphrased what he saw as de Indische Wonderwereld and twice again (at a loss for words) as het wonderland Indië, and again as die wonderlanden. Van Linschoten gave his readers stories of riches and wonders in abundance: a toverwereld (world of magic) would open to them, a place of wondrous races of people (zonderlinge mensenrassen) and unimaginable customs: altogether an atmosphere that was sprookjesachtig, like a fairy tale. But he also wrote as a merchant. The East offered unequaled possibilities of wealth for commoners like himself. A trader with two or three hundred guilders to invest in trade would easily turn it into seven or eight hundred.24


Van Linschoten had nine years of stories to tell about the Indies. The States recognized the value of his experiences. There were unexplored market opportunities in America, and he could be employed to give advice about opening these to exploration and investment. It was only a matter of time before a company similar to the East India Company would look to the West—and look to them for an exclusive license.
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Figure 4. Van Linschoten's wonder at the strangeness of the East Indies is palpable in the Itinerario (1596). Yet his mark as a merchant is carefully placed in the upper-right-hand corner of this engraving, announcing him as seeking commercial opportunities as well as observing exotica. Engraving/book illustration: Nuces Indica, Magni in India…Botanic Illustration from Itinerario, Voyage ofte Schipvaert…Jan Huygen van Linschoten (detail). Collection Nederlands Maritime Museum, Amsterdam.


Always pragmatic, the states selected from van Linschoten's Indies experiences those that seemed useful for what they called new navigations. A later Dutch historian, W. J. van Balen, was far more comprehensive in writing about the young man's adventures. He returned his readers to Enkhuizen, to the marge. What, von Balen wondered, was the source of the imaginings that had enticed the young man to the Far East? The nurturing of van Linschoten's fantasies, ideas, and capacity to embrace strangeness needed, van Balen decided, “the dunes that lay along the water's edge.” Van Linschoten needed to live alongshore. Had he and his family continued to reside in Haarlem—as they did for the first ten years of Jan's life—he would have been just an inlander, perhaps a city official, or an artisan or a man te land, working the land. Alongshore made people different. In the tides of the sea and its surges, their daily lives were dictated more by the moon than the sun. No, being beached produced its own kind of visionaries. The traveler who described Medemblik in 1663 as only a sea town probably meant to be disparaging. But he was unintentionally prescient in continuing: it's fit for seamen and fishermen “but nobody else.”25


Townspeople of seaports like Hoorn were long-distance visionaries as well. They listened to the stories of the skipper-adventurers who put to sea with the Kermis fleet that sailed in September, or the Christmas fleet that set sail in December or January, or the Easter fleet that left in April or May and then coasted off the shores of other beaches. The townsfolk were part owners of the stories told and retold, even as they were, often the humblest deckhand among them, part owners of the ships and their permitted merchandise, the wharves, the nets, and waterfront sheds.
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Nowhere in the stories is the world situated in America between New France and Virginia ever described as a wonderwereld. The tales of world voyaging continued, and continued to be published. Maps, too. But the public's appetite was mainly for descriptions of journeys that were wonder voyages, those to the Indies or around the world. Thirty-five years after the voyages of Hendricksz and May, a director of the company governing New Netherland seemed to confirm a comparatively dampened-down excitement about the Virginias. He felt that “the name of New Netherland was seldom mentioned…[before] and now heaven and earth are, as it seems, moved by it and everyone wishes to be the first to select the best part of it.” Seven years later, in 1657, a merchant trying unsuccessfully to make a beginning there cursed the sea captains who still lacked the skill to navigate their way easily to New Netherland. Both men were frustrated and for that reason leaning on exaggeration.26 Besides, in the beginning, the Virginias were exactly what the Dutch wanted.


They had an island.









Chapter 2


“The Island”


In 1618, the States called it “the island of New Netherland.” They referred to it as an island two years later and once again in 1622. We can't be sure where it was. It needn't have been the island that an early skipper named “Manhates,” for the natives who lived there. It might have been nearby Nooten Eylandt (Nut Island, today's Governor's Island). It might have been a mysterious place called Prinsen Eylandt (Prince's Island, near Burlington). That, they said, was a high island in a body of water they called the South River (Delaware River)1 (Map 2).


Somehow, from a loose string of trading posts, a single island was emerging as a place of rendezvous. In mariners' worlds, such places were essential. No skipper sailed into the open seas without knowing the location of verwachtplaetsen, meeting points that skippers sailing in pairs or convoys marked on charts and confirmed with one another before voyaging out. Often, a trading company or private investors chose them. On one occasion, the East India Company foresaw that ships in a fleet sailing from Amsterdam and the islands of Saint Paulo might stray from one another. Establish a rendezvous, they commanded. An island “lying at about 32 degrees is deemed the most suitable.” Await one another for ten or twelve days either at anchor or cruising within sight of the land.


Skippers kept lists of such prearranged assembly points. They were something like the Annotatiën van de verwachtplaetsen that May kept in 1611–12. The notes were an important document delivered to company officials or investors at the completion of a voyage. Texel was a place of rendezvous. So were the faraway islands of Kildin on the coast of Lapland and the equally exotic 7 Islands off the same coastline. Somehow they were available to Dutch mariners who sought them out, though they were not in their ownership.2


An overseas rendezvous of one's own was of great importance. For Jan Pietersz Coen, the most gifted of the resident directors-general sent by the East India Company to the Indies, nothing was of greater urgency than establishing a general rendezvous. Such a location did not come easily. But it was the docking station for a seventeenth-century trading company. It was the terminal of its long-distance voyages, a place of its ships' arrivals and departures, the center of cargo collection, storage and dispatch, the residence of the company's personnel.
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Map 2. New Netherland, c. 1650.


Dutch general rendezvous were spaces leased or purchased from local people in order to trade and explore farther afield. The States considered them footholds from which to carry forward what they called their experiment in voyages of discovery. By the mid-1590s, Portugal's rendezvous on the island of Goa had evolved into a place of wonderment to a knowing merchant-seaman like Jan Huyghen van Linschoten. Had he been writing of it considerably earlier, he might simply have written that in Goa, “all the [Portuguese] merchants foregather.” But in the 1590s, he could record a larger throng of merchants. “All the merchants foregather and all things come in, being sought, bought or sold, even from Arabia, Armenia…[and] Persia,” from Burma, Siam, and the “wonderlijke wereld van China.” The island's doubled geography—its separation from the Indian continent and adjacency to it—intrigued him. He was eager to describe its wall on the east side, and three gates on the banks of the river that separated it from the mainland—and each gate that had a Portuguese captain and a clerk who kept watch. The island, he pointed out, was the center of a loose string of outlying Portuguese trading posts: the handels kantoren en factorijen set up by Portuguese merchants truly handelsdrijven, market-driven for profits. Such islands, others said later, were “the nursemaids of maritime independence.”3 Offshore, they were your best chance for independence from nearby regents and kings. In a trading world, they were your best chance for what you most wanted: political and religious neutrality.


Following a fleet sent out in the mid-1590s, it took almost twenty-four years for the Companies for Far Journeys and then the East India Company to establish even the rudiments of an equally satisfactory central rendezvous in the Indies. In the earliest years, the company's captain-admiral reported that they had only an office somewhere on the island of Java, probably at Bantam in west Java. In the following years, they had a number of offices at coastal locations such as Djakarta. But officials continued to urge a centrally located rendezvous where the company could establish at least a warehouse.4 After another five years, in 1610, the directors could be more specific. They thought they knew the kind of place they wanted. Initiate discussions with the king of Djakarta, they ordered. Let him know that “we desire a place to build a fort to our specifications, a place serviceable for a rendezvous for the whole Indies navigation and for our ships.” They later advised that it be an uninhabited site, preferably an offshore island. Such a rendezvous would remove local interference. A footing on an inhabited island could be purchased or leased from a local ruler. But such an arrangement would involve anchorage fees and probably exorbitant gifts. “If…uninhabited, so much the better, because that would eliminate irksome tolls and other interference.”5


At about the same time, in 1610, captains sailing for the company located several small islands suitable for repairing the company's ships. The most useful of these islands they named Onrust. Here they erected a two-story warehouse, workshops, and a hospital. Coen, as resident governor-general, was making use of it in 1619 while erecting the fort at Djakarta, and in the late 1620s it was serving as a dockage area for refitting the company's ships. Meanwhile, he designated Djakarta as center of the trade. Against the wishes of the directors for a rendezvous peacefully negotiated, he forced the sultan of Bantam to make the foreshore available. Coen and the others looked upon it not with the eyes of landsmen looking for territory but with the eyes of seamen. They saw a place oriented to the sea and sea channels “in the region of the Straits of Malacca or the Straits of Sunda, where the trade routes and the monsoon winds converged.”6 Soon they began to transfer their ships, cargoes, and building materials to the right bank of a river just inland from the shore. In 1619, Coen named it Batavia. He had wanted to call it New Hoorn.


In 1619, the island of New Netherland was years away from being anything like the magical world of Goa or even the promising rendezvous at Batavia. Ten years earlier, Henry Hudson could see nothing more in the harbor of New Netherland than drowned land resembling islands, maybe islands in a lake, perhaps in a bay. The land, he did say, was “very favorable to call into.” Dutch voyagers were now coming to its coasts: the edges, margins, and riverine foreshores of this place a later visitor called “the New Low Countries” (Map 2). These were men resembling the tramp traders who had voyaged to the Indies in the decade before the East India Company received its monopoly in 1602. Sometimes they commanded unruly, not to say mutinous, crews. But they were skilled venturers, often renowned navigators, and some were partners in costly ventures chartered for discovery and trade. One skipper had made eleven voyages to the island. Nevertheless, they had to identify themselves as simply various traders. They were transients permitted to frequent the newly discovered seacoasts as short-term competitors in the game of discovery to which the sea provinces and the States, looking for a winner, had sent invitations and for which the entrants had been bankrolled by men from Dordrecht, Delft, Amsterdam and Rotterdam, Enkhuizen and Hoorn. They were players who, like their merchant-syndicate backers, knew when to close and walk away from the game of trade and who expected it would happen as soon as a winner was decided upon and given a monopoly.7


That was now in the offing. The West India Company would carry forward in a long-term way the exploitation of New Netherland that adventurers such as Volkertsz and his associates had been permitted to try their hand at under short-term contracts. So commercial agents and perhaps a crewman who might have been left behind were being fetched home to Holland. From a trading station probably consisting of little more than a store, a few primitive dwellings, and a yacht built for trading and surveying, traders, ships' carpenters, and their cargo were being brought home.8


But not, of course, from a place called a colony. All the men engaged in the chase for discoveries in North America spoke of possession but not of colonies. In December 1621, just five months before four investors had received permission to send two ships to New Netherland in order to trade away and dispose of old stock they had there, the English ambassador to the United Provinces, Sir Dudley Carleton, had tried to answer the worries of the Privy Council about a colony of the Hollanders in the “North of Virginia” within (as alleged) His Majesty's dominions. He'd made some inquiries and, he assured them, called upon the most reliable informants: Amsterdam merchants and Prince Mauritz of Nassau himself. “I cannot,” he wrote, “learn of any Colony, either already planted by these people or so much as intended.”9


He offered further proof. Sixty Walloon families have asked me to “procure them a place among His Majesty's subjects of those parts.” If there were a Dutch colony, they would not be asking, as Dutch men, to mingle with strangers and to be subject to our government. He did, however, communicate with the States regarding matters concerning what he too called the island, or, as he carefully worded it, “the Island of Virginia.”10


Carleton had seemingly reassured himself and the Privy Council that their plantations needn't fear competition from the Hollanders. The Dutch could make no future claim to possessions because they had—even as they had admitted—established no colonies. But in equating claims to possession with colonies, he had misunderstood the Netherlanders' way of claiming overseas possessions.


His own words denying the existence of a colony and setting out what the Dutch were engaged in on the island described almost perfectly the practices that constituted a Dutch way of taking possession. He had, he wrote with confidence, discovered “only” this kind of activity: in 1616 or 1617, two companies of Amsterdam merchants “began to trade into those parts, between 40 and 45 degrees [north] to which, after their manner, they gave their own name of New Netherlands; a South, and a North Sea; a Texel; a Vlieland; and the like.” To these places, they have continued to send ships “to fetch furs; which is all their trade: for the providing of which they have certain Factors there, continually resident, trading with the savages.”11


But for the Dutch, discovery established by first navigations recorded in place names and latitudes laid on charts and in logbooks, together with evidence of continual residence and continual trading, in fact established legal possession. Hendricksz and May had made their contributions to this—and it is certain that the Leiden scholar Joannes de Laet knew exactly what he was claiming for his countrymen in citing among the sources for his magisterial New World (1624) “divers manuscript jo