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NEW FRANCE AND NEW NETHERLAND IN THE IROQUOIS WORLD


Within a short time span, other European powers joined Spain in the competition to colonize North America.
French Catholics established their own missions for spreading the faith in the northern part of the continent,
primarily around the Great Lakes and in what is now Québec in Canada. But unlike the Spanish colonies,
New France in the seventeenth century was organized primarily around trade relationships with Indians. The
same was largely true for the new Protestant outposts the Dutch established farther south. Located in areas
where Indians were numerous, small settlements of French and Dutch colonists sought initially to collaborate
with local powers rather than to subjugate them or exploit native laborers. Nonetheless, these modest trading
posts exerted a significant impact. They transformed indigenous communities and cultures throughout a vast
region stretching from the Atlantic Ocean to the Great Lakes—in ways Europeans could not have anticipated,
let alone intended. For native North Americans as much as for northern European migrants, the seventeenth
century saw the making of a new world.


THE IROQUOIS LEAGUE AND EUROPEAN TRADE


In the northeastern part of the continent, Europeans entered a region dominated by a powerful bloc of nations
known as the Haudenosaunee, the “People of the Longhouse.” This League of the Iroquois, as Europeans
came to call it, was a political alliance among five native groups located south of Lake Ontario: Mohawks,
Senecas, Cayugas, Oneidas, and Onondagas. The league was governed by a council of chiefs appointed by
clan matrons in each of the five nations and was designed to accommodate the addition of new members.
Native peoples in other parts of North America had been dispersing on the eve of European contact, but the
Great Lakes region was an exception. Both the Hurons (who lived on the Canadian side of Lake Ontario) and
the Iroquois were consolidating. When northern Europeans arrived in the area, Iroquois Indians described
their League as ancient, but most scholars believe it formed in the era immediately preceding European
contact as a mechanism for ending a period of constant small-scale warfare. Internal peace also enabled
league members to wage much wider and more destructive battles with external enemies.


As the number of French, Dutch, and English colonists arriving in the Great Lakes region grew in the early
1600s, microbes that had been introduced to the coastal areas a century before spread into Iroquois country.
Furthermore, because the settlers now included more children, who had acquired fewer immunities than their
parents, so-called childhood diseases such as measles and whooping cough wreaked havoc among adults in
the nations of the Iroquois League. A deadly smallpox outbreak wiped out more than half of the league's
population in the early 1630s. Iroquoian nations responded to such catastrophic losses by raiding other tribes
and villages. Scholars refer to these raids as mourning wars, since they were intended to bring comfort to the
bereaved by striking back in some way at the forces that had slain their loved ones. But the ultimate goal of
Iroquois warfare was to obtain captives, adopt new warriors, and preserve the league's power. During the
middle of the seventeenth century, Iroquois nations fought battles with old and new enemies throughout the
region. By midcentury, a series of mourning wars with the Huron Confederacy utterly destroyed that nation.
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 HOT COMMODITIES
Beaver
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T


he harsh climate of the northern parts of the continent discouraged early European settlers from trying to
grow staple crops or build agricultural colonies, but cold weather presented a particular commercial
opportunity. To adapt to their environment, several species of Canadian animals had grown long, luscious
pelts. Humans discovered that they could wear these pelts for comfort or prestige. Of all these fur-bearing
animals, the most important to the course of North American history was the beaver.


In the early seventeenth century, broad-brimmed beaver-felt hats became fashionable in Europe. Before 1600,
Dutch traders had imported beaver pelts from Russia, but with the growing demand, Russian beavers had
been hunted to the point of extinction. In North America, beavers were abundant in 1600, and unlike timber,
ice, and other export items in demand in Western Europe and its colonies, pelts were relatively light and easy
to transport. Indians had hunted beaver for centuries, but because native people sought pelts strictly for
immediate use, animal populations had remained high. Indians expanded their hunting practices only after
developing a need for European goods. After all, as one native leader pointed out to a French missionary, the
beaver served many purposes well; “it makes kettles, hatchets, swords, knives, bread.” And as the Iroquois
learned quickly, beavers could also be exchanged for firearms. Whole villages consequently would devote
their entire hunting seasons to tracking beaver, neglecting other economic activities and becoming even more
dependent on European trade and the political alliances necessary to sustain it.


American BeaverThis small furry rodent, depicted here in John James Audubon's The Viviparous
Quadrupeds of North America (mid-19th century), played a powerful role in the ecology of the Northeast.
Overhunting in the seventeenth century remade the American landscape.


Because beavers reproduce slowly and lead relatively sedentary lives, they disappeared rapidly from several
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regions. Areas farther south and closer to the coast were stripped of their beaver populations by the middle of
the seventeenth century. The species as a whole proved resilient, but local extinctions altered the landscape in
complex ways. Beaver dams played a powerful role in many ecosystems by trapping soil runoff and
controlling the water flow. Damming typically had the effect of raising water temperatures and supporting
more insects, fish, and waterfowl. The trees that beavers felled, moreover, also supported life forms that
nourished larger animals. But once the beavers were removed from the picture, everything changed. Dams
disappeared, water flowed freely, soil eroded, and animal protein sources vanished. In their place grew rich
fields of tall grass that would become perfect grazing grounds for cattle. Overhunting beaver, in other words,
had the remarkable and unintended ecological consequence of creating a landscape that was better suited to
cows, pigs, and sheep than to deer, moose, and bears—and thus more hospitable and attractive to European
farmers.


Think About It


1. What distinguished European and Indian uses of beaver pelts?


2. Why were Europeans unable to supply their own beaver needs?


As European germs depopulated Iroquois villages and impelled the survivors to go to war, European trade
goods also strengthened the hand of the Iroquois League and ultimately helped its members prevail in those
conflicts. Iron blades made traditional Indian weapons far more lethal, and firearms rewrote the rules of
native warfare. Iroquois used guns acquired largely from the Dutch to defeat the neighboring Mahicans and
corner more of the Dutch market and then exploited that advantage in their mourning wars in the 1640s. Iron
tools such as knives, axes, chisels, and awls also changed their daily work habits and artistic practices, and
European copper and glass found new practical and aesthetic applications as well. All signaled the power and
prestige of the native groups that dominated trade.
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Ironically, one of the new trade goods that northern Indians valued most was not imported from Europe at all.
Wampum, small beads made from the white shells of whelks or the purple shells of quahog clams, was both
a local resource and an artifact of European contact. In earlier periods, North Americans had prized the shells
and occasionally used them in beaded jewelry. However, it was not until European traders brought the iron
tools that made it possible to drill holes in the tiny shells and string them together that Indians could create
what counted as true wampum. In the early 1600s, tens of thousands of wampum beads were being produced
and traded, in both directions, between colonists and Indians. Wampum became especially important to the
public ceremonial life of the Iroquois nations, where an estimated three million wampum beads were in
circulation by midcentury. For European settlers, wampum functioned as the dominant currency, at least until
significant quantities of silver came in from Europe after 1650. Indians did not typically use wampum as a
medium of economic exchange in their own communities, but they prized it for its aesthetic and spiritual
value. Iroquoian peoples benefited from the fact that there was a single good that could be traded both to
Dutch settlers to the south and to fur-trading Indians in the north, who supplied Iroquois with the thick animal
pelts that most interested the European newcomers (see Hot Commodities: Beaver).


THE FRENCH IN CANADA


French explorers, traders, and fishing ships had operated along the Atlantic coast of North America during the
sixteenth century, and French colonists had tried unsuccessfully to establish footholds along the St. Lawrence
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River, in Florida, and in Nova Scotia. The first permanent French settlement in the New World began in 1608,
when Samuel Champlain led an expedition to find an advantageous spot in the interior of the continent for
trading with Indians. Champlain settled on a cliff site along the St. Lawrence River, where the river was
narrow enough to be easily defended against European competitors. He called it Québec based on the
Algonquian word for a narrow passage. Québec's founding launched the Canadian colony known as New
France (see Map 2.2).


Map 2.2
French and Dutch Settlements in North America, ca. 1660.Though small in population, French and Dutch
commercial colonies played crucial economic roles in a region dominated by the Iroquois League.
Click here to view the interactive version of this map


Unlike in other European colonies, where trading with Indians supplemented some larger goal of conquest or
resource extraction, the French authorities in Canada saw commerce as a goal in itself. Fur trading was a
lucrative business, but the Québec colony was vulnerable to English piracy, and the French struggled to
protect their main settlement and to set up new towns. France licensed a new investment consortium to run
New France in 1628, and these investors reinvigorated the colony by bringing on board Jesuit priests and
making missionary activity a fundamental part of French colonization. In the town of Québec, Ursuline nuns
offered religious instruction and medical care to local Indian women, while the black-robed Jesuits traveled
to Algonquin, Innu, and Wendat camps and villages trying to establish diplomatic inroads into those native
communities. As an inducement to conversion, the Jesuits offered lower prices on trade goods to Indians who
embraced Christianity. After 1641, converts were also granted the exclusive right to buy guns.


Few settlers came to New France, and hardly any paid their own way. By 1640, more than three decades after
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the founding of Québec, the French population of North America was less than three hundred. Badly
outnumbered by the indigenous population and completely dependent on native peoples for trade, French
colonists pursued much more peaceful relations with Indians than did other Europeans. For example, Catholic
missionaries in New France tended to be more tolerant than their counterparts in New Spain of traditional
native religious practices and beliefs, which they hoped to supplant gradually rather than immediately. Those
Frenchmen who were not in the clergy intermarried frequently with native women, a practice endorsed in the
1660s by official French policy. Yet despite New France's more benign colonial practices, the arrival of the
French was not a positive development for the region's Huron population. The newcomers spread the same
diseases as other European settlers, and competition over the fur trade intensified the military conflicts among
Indian nations. New France's Huron allies bore the brunt of these wars.


Page 40
NEW NETHERLAND


A new European superpower emerged around 1600. Through most of the previous century, the seventeen
provinces that made up the Netherlands remained under Spanish rule, but in 1579 the seven Protestant
provinces in the north united to declare themselves a sovereign nation. Over the next thirty years, this
coalition of republics, led by Holland, waged a protracted war against Spain, finally winning independence in
1609. As part of its war against Spain and Portugal, the Netherlands embarked on an ambitious program of
maritime expansion and became the world's commercial powerhouse in the seventeenth century. The Dutch
(the name for both the people and the language of the Netherlands) swiftly cut into Spanish trade routes in the
Atlantic, replaced the Portuguese as the dominant player in the African slave trade and the Brazilian sugar
trade, built a fortress city in what is now Indonesia, captured several small islands in the Caribbean, and
eventually contested Portugal's control of Brazil itself. The United Dutch East India Company, a commercial
enterprise that oversaw many of these adventures, was less interested in acquiring territory and building
colonial plantations than in commanding the seas and dominating global trade.
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Advertising America.This Dutch publication from 1671 promoted colonization and celebrated the wonders of
a distant world.


As part of this project, the East India Company hired the English ship captain Henry Hudson to explore a
northwestern passage to Asia in 1609. Though he did not find such a passage, Hudson sailed into North
America along the river that now bears his name. He found willing trade partners near present-day Albany
among the Mahicans, who traded furs for axes and beads. Hudson returned to Europe, and his reports
encouraged a wave of Dutch commercial expeditions to the region, which the Dutch began calling New
Netherland, several years before it became an official colony.


In 1621, when a twelve-year truce between Spain and the Netherlands ended, the Dutch expanded their
operations in the Americas and chartered the West India Company. This new corporation focused on pillaging
Spanish trading activities in the Atlantic world. To support its war on Spanish commerce, the company also
established permanent trading settlements in the area explored by Hudson. The Dutch organized their colony
along three major waterways—the North River (later renamed the Hudson), the Fresh (Connecticut) River,
and the South (Delaware) River—and recruited migrants to help defend their project against European rivals.


The first permanent Dutch settlers arrived in small groups in 1624 (see Singular Lives: Catalina Trico,
Founding Mother), mostly setting up shop at the northern end of the Hudson River in Fort Orange (Albany).
Several of the newcomers, however, remained at the harbor on what is now Governor's Island just south of
Manhattan. Though they were brought to the New World to staff and protect trading posts, some individuals
scoped out the landscape and imagined becoming farmers. As one of them wrote home, “Had we cows, hogs,
and other cattle fit for food (which we daily expect in the first ships) we would not wish to return to Holland.”
Two years later, the West India Company answered those prayers with three ships appropriately named The
Cow, The Sheep, and The Horse.


In 1626, the course of Dutch colonization in the Hudson River area took a sharp turn. The Fort Orange
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settlers allied themselves with the Mahicans, on whose territory they were living. Mohawks from the Iroquois
League attacked the Mahicans and killed the commander of the Dutch fort. A new leader named Peter Minuit
took over command of the colony and decided to create a new center of operations on the southern tip of
Manhattan, which he famously bought from a group of Lenni Lenape Indians for trade goods valued at sixty
guilders (see How Much Is That? Manhattan Island). It is hard to know exactly what the Indians thought they
were selling Minuit, but it is clear that they remained on the island for years thereafter. Most likely, they were
agreeing to welcome the Dutch onto the island in exchange for the gifts. Minuit set up camp in lower
Manhattan, built thirty wooden houses and an earthen fort, and brought the Fort Orange settlers south to the
colony's new headquarters. New Amsterdam, as it was called, became a multicultural port town and the
center of Dutch colonial government in North America.


Depiction of the Conquest of the Silver Fleet.The West India Company's major triumph came in 1628, when
Dutch ships captured Spain's treasure fleet as it made its semiannual trip across the Atlantic to fill Spanish
coffers with gold and silver from the New World. The enormous haul singlehandedly repaid all of the
company's investors and was heralded as a major victory in the Dutch holy war against Catholicism.
Page 41


 SINGULAR LIVES
Catalina Trico, Founding Mother


For more than two centuries, New York has been the leading urban center in the United States, but the city's
history is even older than that of the nation. Since the 1620s, a settlement on Manhattan has been drawing
immigrants, visitors, and traders from diverse societies and distant continents. Who exactly founded this
remarkable polyglot metropolis?
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Originally the project of an investment company chartered by the government of the Netherlands, the city
that became New York is identified in popular consciousness with a few illustrious individuals. Explorer
Henry Hudson became a household name among New Yorkers, but only after the English renamed the river
for him in 1664. Peter Minuit, the Dutch West India Company official who ran the New Netherland colony in
its early years, gets credit for acquiring land from local Indians. But in many ways the founding New Yorkers
were ordinary men and women who chose, for various personal reasons, to make their homes in the New
Netherland colony.


Historians have reconstructed some of the calculations and deliberations of a French-speaking Protestant
teenager named Catalina Trico, who sailed to the New World from Amsterdam in 1624 as part of the first
group of Dutch colonists in Manhattan. Like many newcomers in the Dutch city of Amsterdam, Trico had
migrated from Catholic-controlled regions in other parts of the Low Countries, but unlike most of them she
decided not to remain in Europe. Four days before embarking on her transatlantic voyage, Trico married Joris
Rapalje, a Flemish textile worker. The two of them, along with a small number of adventurous travelers,
signed up for six years of labor and service with the Dutch West India Company in return for a promise of
land on the other side of the ocean.


One of Trico's distinctions as a pioneering figure in New Amsterdam's early history was the fact that she and
Rapalje were among the first to buy land in Manhattan. Not long after arriving, they built two houses on this
land, on what is now Pearl Street and was then near the eastern shoreline of the island. Trico and her husband
subsequently moved across the river to a new village called Breckelen, where they raised eleven children.
Sarah, their oldest daughter, was probably the first child of European descent born in what would become
New York City. But Sarah was just the first of Trico's contributions to New York's growing population.
Descendants of the Trico-Rapalje union have been estimated at more than one million.


Think About It


1. Catalina's first language was French, not Dutch. Why might she have joined an expedition to create a
Dutch-speaking colony in North America?


2. If Catalina Trico was neither the designer of the New Amsterdam settlement nor its governor, in what
sense could she be called one of the city's founders?


Relations between Indians and the New Netherland colonists varied. Like their French counterparts in the
north, Dutch participants in the fur trade depended on the cooperation of their commercial partners for a
steady supply of beaver pelts. Small communities of Dutch settlers in the upper Hudson cultivated close ties
with the Iroquois nations, and Dutch firearms enabled the Mohawks in particular to become a dominant force
in the region. Farther south, however, where the beaver population was scarce, colonists depended less on the
indigenous population. Dutch settlers in the vicinity of New Amsterdam were more interested in farming. As
Dutch farmers' cattle ate Indian corn and as Indians hunted on grounds that the Dutch thought they owned
outright because of a sale, conflicts over land spiraled. Frequent skirmishes erupted, and Dutch officials
imposed their legal authority over the Indian nations in Manhattan, Long Island, and the lower Hudson Valley
with brutal severity. Dutch colonial leaders, unlike those in New France, did not have to worry that such
treatment might jeopardize efforts to attract Indians to Christianity. The Dutch did not engage in significant
missionary activity, in part because Protestant emphasis on individual Bible reading made it harder to convert
nonliterate people.


New Netherland was a small component of a huge far-flung Dutch empire, and the colony attracted few
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emigrants from the home country. Economic and political conditions in the Netherlands remained favorable,
and the West India Company offered scant land incentives to lure people to the New World. Although
wealthy stockholders were promised generous “patroonships” (noble landowning positions) along the
Hudson River if they could bring their own tenants, only one of these fiefdoms ever materialized.


Of the approximately nine thousand Europeans who lived in the area claimed by the colony, about half came
from places other than the Netherlands. Many were Walloons, French-speaking refugees to Holland from
what is now Belgium. Others were Sephardi Jews fleeing Brazil and the Caribbean, who were tolerated in
New Netherland despite the West India Company's official policy of admitting only adherents of the Dutch
Reformed Church. Others were Swedes, who established a colony along the Delaware River under Dutch
auspices in 1638. The town of New Amsterdam was especially diverse, as it included Italians, Bavarians,
English, and Spaniards as well as Africans who had been brought to the Dutch colony as slaves. By 1664,
one-fifth of the town's two thousand residents had been born in Africa.


Page 42


In 1664, Dutch authority over the colony came to an abrupt formal end when the English invaded and seized
control (see Chapter 4). The overall makeup of the colony changed very little during this transition, but the
economic and political affairs of the region were now subject to the English Crown. One immediate
consequence was official religious toleration. Rather than try to replace the established Dutch church with an
official Anglican one, England decided to grant legal recognition to the colony's religious diversity.


 How Much Is That?
Manhattan Island


Legend has it that the Dutch bought New York for twenty-four dollars. That was the figure concocted over
two hundred years later on the arbitrary basis of the exchange rate for sixty guilders in the mid-nineteenth
century. Sixty guilders in the 1620s was more than half the annual salary of a soldier employed by the West
India Company and roughly equivalent to other exchanges of goods for land between Dutch traders and
natives at the time. Adjusted for inflation, it would have the purchasing power of $888 dollars in 2001, which
sounds like a great bargain for Manhattan real estate. But of course neither the buyers nor the sellers believed
that they were exchanging a commodity in a real estate market (no such market existed in the 1620s). And
while we now gasp at the potential wealth that hung in the balance, even the trifling sum of twenty-four
dollars in 1626 represented unimaginable future wealth if invested advantageously. Had the Dutch or the
Indians invested that sum at 8 percent interest, it would now be worth more than 100 trillion dollars, far more
than the value of Manhattan. At 10 percent interest, the figure would be over 100 quadrillion dollars, enough
to buy every piece of real estate in the world.
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