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CHAPTER
1


A BICYCLE TRIP

A day in Amsterdam begins with me leaving my apartment with my toddler son in my arms, strapping him into his seat between the handlebars of my bicycle, working his blocky little sneakered feet into the footpads, then setting off through the quiet, generally breezy streets of our neighborhood, which is called Oud Zuid: Old South. You could look at the work of any Dutch master for an idea of the morning light we cycle through. There is a white cleanness to it, a rinsed quality. It’s a sober light, without, for example, any of the orange particulate glow you get from the Mediterranean sun. The houses of the neighborhood are three-or four-story brick buildings, all constructed in the first two decades of the twentieth century, when what was then a vigorously working-class city, one that still smelled of herring and roasting coffee beans, expanded rapidly around its central core of canals.

We cycle past street-level apartments, some of which, following a Dutch tradition that I like to think has to do with an ingrained commitment to openness, feature a central uncurtained window that puts the living room on public display, as if the family who lives there thinks its life is worthy of a museum. For a while I didn’t understand why, when we reach the part of the route that has us riding alongside a canal, my son would break out in a series of high screeches. Then I realized Anthony was imitating the gulls that squeal as they do their crazy arcs and dives above the water.

We pass a few businesses. The bakery is usually scenting the morning air with cinnamon as we ride by. The display windows of the corner bicycle shop exhibit sturdy, gleaming new models, lately in an array of pastel tones, by Gazelle and Batavus, factories that have been turning out Dutch bicycles for a century. An open door to the right of the windows leads down to the basement, and the repair shop, whose interior I know too well. The grooves in the concrete at both sides of the stairway leading below are meant for bicycle tires.

Once in a while I will vary the route and turn down along the Hobbemakade, where on our right is a slightly forlorn-looking stretch of canal, with weeds growing up through the quayside where rickety houseboats are moored, and on the left are the remnants of one of the smallest and least noticeable of the city’s several red light districts. De Wallen—Amsterdam’s central red light district—is a sort of alternate-universe Disneyland, noisy and with a certain ragged cheer, visited not only by drunken male tourists but also by couples strolling arm in arm and even families. Here, by contrast, there are only three or four of the display windows that the city’s licensed prostitutes sit in to exhibit themselves, in the midst of what is otherwise a residential street. I never get how customers would know to find them. Nevertheless, even in the morning there is often at least one woman on duty, wearing a swimsuit, sitting on a stool, smoking, or listlessly punching the keys of a cell phone. Sometimes she will wave at Anthony and give him a little smile. The other window might be empty save for a stool with a towel folded on the seat that is crumpled in a way that looks like it has been sat on. Such details—the crumpled towel, the bored look of the woman facing a long day of staring into the street, punctuated by short intervals of sex with strangers—bring the city’s infamous tolerance of vice out of the realms of sensationalism and idealism and into the realm of the deeply mundane. As with any other place, living here for a time causes the exotic to collapse under the weight of ordinariness. Two doors down is another storefront business, an advertising agency whose name—Strangelove—you might think is intended as a wry commentary on the neighbors, but I would bet not. I’ll bet they don’t even notice.

Amsterdam School is the name given to the style of architecture that was pioneered in my neighborhood as it was coming into being. The style has a formal aesthetic, which has its technical descriptors and philosophical (socialist) underpinnings, but to me it simply embodies a reasonably pleasant combination of whimsy and stolidness. Brick (what could be more stolid?) is the medium, yet there is an infinity of playful variations: rounded turretlike corners, embedded deco-ish sculptures that seem to mock the hardness of the material (a girl surrounded by rabbits, a baby holding up a doorway), block-long apartment buildings that could have had an ocean liner as their inspiration, or a wedding cake.

The neighborhood is no more than five minutes by bike from the canal belt and the storied seventeenth-century heart of Amsterdam, but when developers were laying it out a hundred years ago they must have felt a need to connect the new area to the city’s history. If Rembrandt visited the immediate area around my home he might feel some familiarity, for even though this was swamp and fields in his time the streets bear the names of many of the artists whom he groomed in his workshop or competed with for commissions: Frans van Mieris, who wrought exquisite small portraits of the wealthy class; Nicolaas Maes, who often painted ordinary people at prayer and at meals and gave the same loving attention to a glistening loaf of bread or an earthen pitcher on a table as he did to the faces of his subjects; Philips Wouwerman, who specialized in hunting scenes and was known to paint a mean horse.

At the time my neighborhood came into being, all of those were figures of the grand past, so that the names Nicolaas Maesstraat and Frans van Mierisstraat instantly gave the new neighborhood some of the luster of Amsterdam’s age of glory, when it was—briefly and improbably—the greatest city in the world. To this day the houses on those streets have dignified presence. But as you go farther away from the center, as we do on our morning trip, the houses get plainer. It seems the city fathers of a century ago did not want to dilute the grandeur of the golden age by spreading its names too far. On the other hand, in 1905, right at the time that the more distant part of the neighborhood was being laid out, the nearby Stedelijk Museum, the city’s modern art museum, mounted the first exhibition in the country devoted to Vincent van Gogh. The Dutch artist had died only fifteen years before; his home country had done its best to ignore him, but it was now obvious that they would have to pay attention. Yet at the same time, his name didn’t carry bourgeois heft—and who knew if those thick swirls of bright color would withstand the test of time? As a result of what I imagine were considerations such as these, Vincent van Goghstraat—the only street in the area whose name is instantly, globally recognizable today—is among the humblest: a single block of monotone dwellings.

That street also signals the end of our little journey. As Anthony and I pass it, I hop off the bicycle, unstrap him, and set him on the sidewalk. While I ring the doorbell, he opens the mailbox flap, which is on his level, and hollers into it. The door is opened by a Moroccan woman in her thirties, wearing a head scarf, floor-length robe, and sandals. She has a kind face and smiles at Anthony as she tells him he’s grown over the weekend: “Nou, wat een grote jongen ben je!” He plays a game, trying to scramble up the stairs to the next floor instead of going into her apartment. Iman and her husband have lived in Amsterdam for ten years. They have two young daughters. Her husband drives a city bus; she is a licensed gastouder: literally, “guest parent,” what in the United States would be called a day care provider. Her four-year-old, Marwa, emerges from behind her, with a tangle of curls and big deep eyes, and says hello over and over, very loudly. Then she tells me Anthony is ugly. Then she gives him a hug and hauls him into the apartment.

Iman and I chat for a few minutes. Some weeks before she asked if Anthony’s mother and I would sign an immigration document in support of her sister, who wanted to come to Amsterdam to visit. I was confused at first: I thought one was required to get such statements of support for people who intended to emigrate, not who merely wanted to visit family. I subsequently learned that it was now necessary in the Netherlands for people from certain countries (read poor countries—or, to be more precise, Muslim countries) to file extensive applications, including having residents vouch for them, even if all they wanted to do was see the canals and tulips. We signed the form. Then a few weeks later Iman said her sister’s application had been denied. The reason given: she was “onbetrouwbaar”– untrustworthy. When Iman asked, through an immigration lawyer, for clarification, she was told that because of “ties” in the country it was feared that her sister might stay in the Netherlands. Iman was confused by this. She and her husband were legal residents of the Netherlands. They paid taxes. The family spoke Dutch at home. They were, as they say, playing by the rules. Yet their legal residence itself was deemed a reason for untrustworthiness. Much later, the decision was reversed, and Iman’s sister was allowed to visit, but such is a conundrum of our era: a city famed historically for championing the notion of tolerance now seemed to be charting odd new frontiers of intolerance.

Once a week, after I’ve left Anthony in Iman’s care, I don’t return directly home but spend the morning exploring another, quite different frontier of intolerance. Taking another route, I pull up at a corner of the Beethovenstraat (now having reentered the tonier part of the district, whose precincts are suited to grand names—nearby are Rubenstraat and Bachstraat), peruse the street corner florist’s kiosk, buy a bunch of variegated tulips or mauve roses, and ring a doorbell a few steps away. Upstairs, I am met by an elderly woman with short steel-gray hair, a sharply angled jawline, and darting, birdlike eyes. Her name is Frieda Menco. We exchange the standard Dutch greeting of three kisses, I hand the flowers to her, she protests mildly that I shouldn’t have, then we enter her apartment. The living and dining rooms are wide, very bright, and sparsely filled with modernist furniture. A spread is laid out on the coffee table: cookies, chocolate, a pot of coffee and two cups, a jug of water, a vase of flowers.

We sit. I turn on my recorder. We exchange small talk. Then she turns her face toward the watery sunlight pouring in through the windows and says, “Now, where was I?”

Someone outside is shouting—no, a lot of people, confused voices. The train lurches suddenly; the packed bodies sway; people scream. Frieda is sixteen and for two days and nights has sat scrunched on the lap of a middle-aged man whom she doesn’t know. The cattle car is so crammed with people that the atmosphere would seem to be one of horror, but instead the press of inexorable power brings on a wave of colossal deadness. The air is clotted with the reek of their waste—a barrel in the corner has been the communal open toilet. It sits perversely high, so in order to relieve herself she not only has to endure the public nature of a private act but must balance herself on its rim and try not to knock it over. There are no windows in the car, and when the door is slid shut there is no virtually no light; the air is dark and stifling as death. Occasionally she catches a glimpse of her parents where they sit wedged on the other side of the car—their eyes frightened but still holding the hard, almost uncrushable nugget of hope in them. She is their only child.

Finally, she is outside, standing on the ground. More shouts—real chaos in the distance. And there—a gallows, a human body, hanging, swaying in space. People over there are running now, screaming. Here, they are being jostled into lines. Now some are pushing into them—they are Jews like them but who know the routine, everyone wearing blue-and-white-striped prison uniforms—whispering hard into their faces: If you have anything of value, give it to me, because they will take it from you. Some of the newcomers hand over their jewelry; she gives nothing because she has nothing. They are formed into four lines: two of women and girls, two of men and boys. She and her mother are in one line, to the far right, then comes the other female line—though she doesn’t know it yet, this second line, holding people who were quickly deemed not fit for work, is headed directly into the gas chamber—and she spots her father in the third line. Soldiers and dogs keep people in place: those uniforms, the Stahlhelm, the helmet with its infamously and menacingly scooped curve. But no, these things didn’t register that way yet, didn’t have the heavy meaning they would take on.

A grim geometry problem is on display, taunting her to find a solution: as the people lurch forward, the space between where her father stands in his line and where she and her mother are in their line grows wider.

Then, improbably, out of character, she sees her father seem to calculate, reach a rash decision. He has lunged—he is moving across that open space, obliterating that vacuum, passing through the second line of women that stands between his line and hers, defying the gray-uniformed soldiers with their helmets and guns. He is here, breathing, his face—a soft, round, gentle face—close to her. His is an artistic soul, bent by necessity toward commerce. Joël Brommet is a professional window dresser, who also gives correspondence courses in graphic design. Frieda is his joy. She helps him with his work, cranks the mimeograph machine that occupies a corner of their Amsterdam living room, running off the inky-smelling sheets, each with a carefully typed lesson, each beginning, “Worthy student,” folds the packets, and stuffs them into brown envelopes to be sent to towns and villages around the country, to young people who hope to escape farming or fishing for a life with a touch more glamour. She would sometimes make trips with her father to stores to observe his latest work. He showed her how he crafted every detail of a window display: the price tags, the signs (“Speciale prijs! 13 ct.”), mannequins posed just so. Frieda’s earliest memory is of him. She is maybe three years old, happy and sleepy in her bed in their comfortable middle-class apartment. “Will you catch the moon for me, and put it on the cupboard?” She still remembers that cupboard and what a nice ornament she thought the silver disc of the moon would make sitting on top. He answers: “If you sleep like a sweet little girl, I’ll fetch a long ladder and get the moon for you.”

A wind blows on the Polish plain. Someone is barking a command: an SS guard has spotted her father out of line and is moving toward him. Joël Brommet wraps his arms around his wife and sweeps her up in a kiss: good-bye. Then, obedient as everyone else, following the weight of this new logic, the window dresser runs back to his place. Frieda will never see him again.

Someone grasps her arm. A young man, German. He has her hold it out, palm extended. She feels a jab. A pen marks a rough tattoo in the soft flesh of the underside of her left forearm: A25080.

Into a wide hall the line extends. Then, things moving fast, the women and girls are undressing, standing naked, clothes on the floor, staring down, arms across breasts, and now she feels a wholly new kind of terror grip her as she bends her head and her hair is shaved off and she watches it drop in clumps onto the floor. Another sick shock as gasoline comes raining down on her head. Then they are standing still, naked, shivering, dripping, some ugly, flat suspense building inside them. “We were broken …”

Frieda stops talking and gives me an apologetic look. Her eyes show two kinds of pain: one the past horror, the other a small annoyance, but magnified because it is in the present. The weak sunlight strokes her silvery skin. “No, we did this already …”

I tell her it’s all right, that every time we go over a piece of her story again I learn something new. But I have realized that Frieda is hard on herself. She is eighty-six, suffers from intestinal problems that began with typhoid and dysentery she contracted at Auschwitz, from back and neck pain that stems from torture the prisoners were put through as punishment whenever there was an escape attempt (at an earlier meeting I was on my knees on her living room floor as she directed me into the posture they were forced to keep for hours at a time, holding heavy blocks above their heads), as well as a variety of normal age-related ailments, yet her mind is very sharp—sharp enough that she worries constantly about losing her sharpness. Lapses of memory irritate her. She labors to be proficient at Internet browsing; she takes her car out regularly to keep herself familiar with the streets of the neighborhood where she has spent her life. She will send me an e-mail with a small mistake in it, then later send a follow-up correcting the error.

She was born nearby. Oud Zuid was then a center of Jewish Amsterdam. It still is to some extent, but the war ripped the heart out of it (there were 80,000 Jews in the city in 1940; today there are about 15,000). Frieda’s childhood home was an apartment on a wide boulevard that was then called Zuider Amstellaan but that after the war was renamed Rooseveltlaan. The apartment was on the second floor, facing the street. On my computer I have a scanned copy of one of Frieda’s most cherished possessions: a photograph, taken at the dining room table in that apartment, of her extended family, seated for a meal in celebration of her grandfather’s seventy-fifth birthday. Of the seventeen people at the table, twelve died soon after, most of them at Auschwitz. The very furniture that filled the room—except for a bureau that stands behind the chair where Frieda normally sits as we hold our weekly chats, which her mother managed to track down after the war—was ground under the wheels of history.

Before the war, Frieda knew her neighborhood with the intimacy of childhood: nooks that adults ignored, who came and went. And she knew everyone. Just around the corner from her childhood home is a triangular park rimmed by small apartment buildings. On the second floor of one of these—at 37 Merwedeplein—lived a Jewish couple and their two daughters. She remembers the family as rather chique mensen, stylish people, perhaps because they had emigrated from Germany some years earlier and so seemed slightly exotic. The elder girl, Margot, was two years younger than Frieda. The younger, who was four years her junior, would eventually become the most famous girl in the world, Anne Frank. Frieda remembers Margot as quiet and Anne as a neighborhood scamp bristling with intelligence. But mostly they were “just normal girls.” She jumped rope with them. Her most vivid memory of the Franks is of being invited by Anne up to their apartment. In the stairwell, Anne scolded Frieda to be quiet because her mother was taking her afternoon nap. The scene lodged in Frieda’s mind because the idea seemed somehow extravagant; her own mother never took naps.

[image: images]

It might make sense to freeze the narrative here and to say something about why I was moved to write a book about the city I have lived in for more than five years: to begin to explain, anyway, why an American who grew up in western Pennsylvania and spent his more recent life in New York City should come to find this European city so fascinating—or necessary, even. If we stand back far enough from that scene, it’s possible to see the two Jewish girls whispering in an Amsterdam stairwell, circa 1938, with no worldly notion that the weight of their century was about to collapse onto them, as representing something larger than even the vast fame that one of them would achieve. The threat both girls were about to face—and they would meet up again, in Auschwitz, where through a twist of fate the one who was closest to death would end up living a rich, full, complex life—was against a way of life that is commonplace to most of us and that is under a variety of new threats today. As it happens, the origins of that way of life—the origins of much that we think of as “modern”—are intimately associated with my adopted city.

That association is not immediately apparent. Mention to someone that you live in Amsterdam, and you may receive a low chuckle in response. The eyes may dart to one side as your friend peers through a haze of memory for recollections of a student-era trip to the city. Amsterdam, you will be told, is a crazy place.

That is not only true, it’s more or less official policy. Job Cohen, who was mayor of the city from 2001 to 2010, told me one evening as I interviewed him in the eighteenth-century mayor’s residence on the grand Herengracht (“Gentlemen’s Canal”), “In Amsterdam, craziness is a value.” He meant it as a good thing, though many would dispute that, including some of its residents. The squatting of buildings—forcing your way into a place that isn’t yours and inhabiting it—was legalized in 1971, provided the building has been unoccupied for one year, and though the law was changed in 2010 it is still relatively common to see dilapidated facades hung with banners proclaiming the inhabitants’ defiance of authority. The city has between 5,000 and 7,500 licensed prostitutes in a given year, most working in streetside windows, the rest in authorized brothels, and if you are nervous and confused as to how to engage a prostitute in the red light district you can ask one of the police officers on the beat for help. At a coffee shop (as opposed to a café), you order marijuana and hashish from a menu, where products may be divided into categories such as Indoor, Outdoor, and Foreign, and from there into varieties with names like Shiva, White Widow, and Elephant. While prostitution is legal and regulated (only EU citizens can prostitute themselves, since, as with any other job, a work permit is required), the marijuana trade falls under the curious Dutch classification gedogen, which means “technically illegal but officially tolerated.”

So yes: a crazy place, where you might think the sky would be perennially in danger of falling from the sheer weight of mayhem. And yet, most parts of the city have such a blanket of conventional calm on them, such an utter paucity of craziness, that one might think the only drug consumption in the vicinity was some kind of middle-class sedative. The secret truth about the Dutch is that they are a deeply conservative people, from their relentlessly (and, it must be said, rather tastelessly) manicured gardens to their seemingly insatiable need in the workplace to hold meetings, including meetings whose purpose is to schedule further meetings. The craziness fits into such a culture in a couple of ways: the city is proud of its tradition of tolerance, and there is the logic that says it is better to legalize and regulate activity that will happen anyway. No one claims that the approach has been entirely successful. In the case of both the sex and the soft drug trades, it has long been recognized that being essentially the only place where such products are officially tolerated leads more or less inevitably to the city’s becoming something of a global headquarters for black marketeers.

But if the craziness is true, so is this: Amsterdam is the same size as Columbus, Ohio (that is to say, modest, at 800,000 inhabitants), and it lies on the same latitude as Saskatoon, Saskatchewan (that is to say, remote), yet it has influenced the modern world to a degree that perhaps no other city has, and its imprint on the United States in particular goes to the core of the American identity.

Both of these observations are true for the same reason. Amsterdam is famous for one thing (besides canals, and cannabis cafés, and prostitutes): the tattered, ancient, much-misunderstood word liberalism. Amsterdam is, by most accounts, the most liberal place on earth. It is often laughably liberal or shake-your-head-in-disbelief liberal. In saying this I am using the definition of liberal as synonymous with free, open, and permissive. But the word has another, deeper and higher meaning, which is in fact related to the other.

Liberal, of course, comes from liber, the Latin word for free, which also underlies liberty, libertarian, and libertine. Liberal is one of those words that through history have been mercilessly pulled in various directions. Its first known appearance in written English is in the Wycliffe translation of the Bible, circa 1384, where a passage from 2 Maccabees (part of the biblical Apocrypha in many traditions) says the people of Tyre were “most liberal” in permitting the burial of men who had been unjustly put to death. Here, John Wycliffe, the medieval Church reformer who prefigured the movement to make the Bible available in common tongues, translated dutifully from the Latin liberalissimi, but the word was already in English at the time. Chaucer uses it repeatedly, generally to mean abundant, as in “youre liberal grace & mercy.”

From early on it had both low and high associations. In Othello, Shakespeare’s Emilia, defying her husband, Iago, who has ordered her to be silent (and who is about to murder her), cries, “No, I will speak as liberal as the north,” that is, with wildness and abandon, the way the north wind blows. In Henry VI, Part 3, Shakespeare uses the word to mean generous:



In them I trust; for they are soldiers,

Witty, courteous, liberal, full of spirit.





And he even referred to “the liberal arts,” using the term in something like the way we would today. It also came to mean physically large, as in “her liberall brest” or “One big fat man, with a stack of chins on his shirt front and a pair of pince-nez eye-glasses awry on his liberal nose.”

A difficulty that the word suffers from today is that it has seemingly opposite meanings in the United States and in Europe. That is because its root meaning—free—can apply to very different things. The nineteenth-century Europeans who took to using liberalism as a term for their politics were businessmen who wanted freedom from tariffs—that is, limited government involvement in public affairs. In the United States, it was more vigorously and specifically applied to social causes and individual freedoms and so meant more government involvement to enforce those freedoms. The free-market platform of the Dutch Liberal Party would thus be considered more or less the opposite of liberal in an American context.

Add the -ism to the word and it becomes something broader still, an umbrella of grand ideas each of which ties to other, no less grand concepts. The pedigree of liberalism in English is not so ancient. It first pops up in 1816 in the Morning Chronicle (the London newspaper best remembered for publishing Charles Dickens’s early works), in an article about the King of Spain’s condemning “fifteen persons accused of the crime of liberalism” to “hard labour, banishment, &c.” The King of Spain’s usage relates to the political sense of the word and the idea of individuals being free to choose their government. So liberalism is closely associated with democracy. It also has an economic meaning, according to which capitalists claim that a basic component of individual rights is the right to own property.

What all uses of liberalism go back to is the centrality of the individual. In this sense—the sense I will employ in this book—the word describes a fault line between the modern and the medieval: it represents our break with the Middle Ages and from the philosophy that has knowledge and power centered on received wisdom from the Church and the monarchy.

Historically, then, liberalism involves a commitment to individual freedom and individual rights, and not just for oneself but for everyone, every human being who breathes the air. And liberalism’s roots are intertwined with those of Amsterdam. It might be possible to go further, and say that liberalism was born in Amsterdam. Of course, a statement like that can be attacked. I’ll attack it myself. Liberalism is a diffuse concept comprising a number of equally diffuse ideas—about justice, ethics, private property, and so on. It can no more be pinpointed to a particular place than oxygen can. A list of the indisputably great theoreticians of liberalism would include John Locke, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Voltaire, Adam Smith, John Stuart Mill, and Thomas Jefferson. If we were to be serious about assigning geographic medals, we could give them to Paris, London, and Jefferson’s Monticello estate in the Virginia hills.

All of this is true. Yet ideas have histories and origins; they are embedded in people and their struggles, their bodies, their physical or emotional turmoil, their hunger for new fashions and flavors, their yearnings to be free from whatever they may feel bound by. Psychoanalysis came into being in the genteel drawing rooms of fin de siècle Vienna; jazz was born in the early years of the twentieth century, when waves of black southerners, descendants of slaves, fled Jim Crow oppression and took up new lives in the vigorously industrial cities of the northern United States. Likewise, a remarkable number of forces came together in Amsterdam in the century or so beginning in the late 1500s that would spawn a new way of thinking about people and their relationship to one another and to the state. The story of the city’s golden age is one of history’s classics, on the same level of vividness and import as the story of the American Civil War or the classical period of ancient Greece. The city’s rise was so sudden it startled even those living through it. The elements and individuals that constituted it are iconic, but more than that they are linked: there are natural tendons connecting the founding of the world’s first stock market, the development of secular art with Rembrandt and his contemporaries, the crafting of a groundbreaking official policy of tolerance, the fostering of an atmosphere of intellectual freedom that brought thinkers from all over Europe and that created the world’s most dynamic publishing center, and the physical transformation of the city: the digging of Amsterdam’s famous canals. There is even a case to be made that our modern idea of “home” as an intimate personal space goes back to the Dutch canal houses of this period.

Underlying all these various breakthroughs—conceptual or physical—is the unleashing of the individual, which has its origins in the Protestant Reformation and the first wave of scientific experimentation and which relates too to Amsterdam’s geographic and social conditions. These ingredients went to make up a new kind of place: a breeding ground for liberalism.

These forces coalesced in the mind of a young Amsterdam Jew of the seventeenth century. Probably more than any other major philosopher, Baruch Spinoza is looked to as a guide by serious thinkers today: theologians, computer scientists, philosophers, people who dare to grapple with the really big questions. I think one reason has to do with his being at the epicenter of modernity as the forces of liberalism, and the worldview of thinkers of today, came into being. Just as Shakespeare could only have emerged at his time—after the English language had absorbed the Latin of the High Middle Ages, the medieval French of the Norman invasion, and other influences that made it so richly expressive—so too Spinoza’s revolutionary philosophy, which has influenced modern political thought, ethics, and theology, could arise only in the Amsterdam of the late seventeenth century, after the city had forged its principles of tolerance, of the placement of secular powers over church powers, and of the first truly modern free-trading culture. Spinoza took part in the philosophical debates that raged in coffee shops and bookstores; he was fascinated by public anatomical demonstrations, by the sight of the bending lines of fluyts and yachts beating sail from the harbor toward all points of the globe, by the idea of popular representation. All of this—the fruits of Amsterdam’s fecund, nutritionally rich heyday—was boiled, condensed, and distilled into his philosophy. And from there—as well as from many other sources—it made its way into the wider world.

[image: images]

So while this is a book about a city, it is also about an idea. Amsterdam’s history belongs to all of us, for those of us who live in Western democratic societies—wherever we place ourselves on the political spectrum—are all liberals, who depend on liberalism as a foundation of our lives.

Yet while liberalism is one of our most precious cultural possessions, it can also be overstretched, belittled, squandered. For liberalism is a delicate thing. It encompasses so much—constitutional government, democratic elections, freedom of worship, civil rights, free trade—that we think of it as timeless and universal. But liberalism came into being in a real place and time, like a flame it has wavered in various eras, and it can be snuffed out.

My weekly bicycle trip in my Amsterdam neighborhood bears out James Baldwin’s observation that “people are trapped in history, and history is trapped in them.” Frieda Menco’s life is remarkable in part because she survived the greatest overt threat to liberal values that we have ever faced. There was actually a time when people wanted to give Hitler the benefit of the doubt as to his intentions (in 1935, Winston Churchill thought it possible that Hitler might “go down in history as the man who restored honour and peace of mind to the Great Germanic nation”). Eventually, the overwhelming nature of Hitler’s threat brought the liberal heritage more sharply into focus. And victory, the triumph of liberal ideals over totalitarianism, resulted in the world we have inherited. In the postwar period, Amsterdam blossomed in a new, exuberant expression of those ideals—a celebration of them, even—as it became a center both of late-twentieth-century progressivism and of global finance. Indeed, the decades from the 1950s through the 1990s were what some think of as a new golden age, when the city threw off the vestiges of the Dutch Reformed Church and other conservative structures and developed into the twentieth-century version of a liberal capital. It became a laboratory for new ideas, from gay rights to gay marriage, from free love to free bicycles.

My other regular morning routine—bringing my son to his Moroccan Dutch caregiver and experiencing some of the difficulties her family faces—touches on another side of Amsterdam’s liberal heritage, and another threat to it. But where the Nazi threat to liberalism was clear, this one—which much of the world is facing today—is harder to grapple with. The concept of a mixed society has for a long time been part of the terrain of liberalism. The idea of multiculturalism—meaning a belief that society should actively accommodate and support its cultural minorities—came into being in the 1970s, and the Netherlands, and Amsterdam in particular, led the way. The city not only welcomed non-Western immigrants but paid them to keep up their languages and traditions. Multiculturalism proved to be a failure. It was leading not to a mixed society but to a multiplicity of ghettoized communities living next to but cut off from one another: the very opposite of a “society.” So how, in an increasingly interconnected world, do we integrate and still keep our values? The debate about tolerance relates to the theme of this book: what is the status of liberalism now, how has it been misconstrued or overextended, in what sense is it elemental to Western values, and what is its future?

This may sound like a political essay, but I don’t want it to be. Liberalism is an abstraction but its roots, some of them anyway, can be located in a real place—the city in which I happen to live. The past impresses itself on you in all sorts of ways as you move through Amsterdam. There is the inexpressible, soft-heavy sadness that the sight of gulls careening above a medieval canal in gray weather can summon. There is the mysterious pleasure you feel climbing into the attic of the former West India Company warehouse, where clotted old beams still mildly reek of the tobacco leaves that were packed into the space four centuries ago, an odor that evokes the exploitation and unfathomable adventure that brought our world into being. But the deepest roots are not to be found in city streets. Liberalism comes down to individual freedom and thus to the importance of the individual human being. So this book is about people. Some of the personalities who fill its pages—Rembrandt, Spinoza, Anne Frank—are world famous. The lives of these world-historic individuals revolve around the theme; liberal is what they all have in common—that, and Amsterdam. Other people whose lives are central to this book are not so famous. The names Wouter Jacobszoon, Catalina Trico, Geertje Dircx, and Frieda Menco may not be well known, but the lives of these people are also bound up with Amsterdam and its liberalisms. And because I couldn’t seem to avoid it, in a small way the book also traces the path of an American writer who came to call this city home.



CHAPTER
2


THE WATER PROBLEM

It was May 1971, and the sun was shining on the oily green surface of the Oudezijds Voorburgwal, one of the most ancient canals in Amsterdam’s medieval center. Kiki Amsberg, a thirty-two-year-old journalist for Dutch public radio, was walking, bell-bottomed and tie-dyed, along the canal with her husband. They paused before a grand four-story brick house that dated from the early seventeenth century. Upstairs was an apartment for rent.

It was, of course, a time of freedom: of expression, from authority. In many ways it was a time of fallout from battles over freedom and the excesses of freedom—fallout from the sixties. Janis Joplin and Jimi Hendrix had recently died. The New York Times, citing the principles of freedom of information and society’s right to know what its government was doing, was about to publish the Pentagon Papers, the U.S. military’s secret history of the war in Vietnam. Antiwar demonstrations were unfurling across college campuses in the United States and around the world.

Amsterdam in 1971 was two cities. Its bones and its guts were still of the postwar era: it was a conservative, religious (Catholic, Protestant, and Jewish), working-class, keep-your-head-down kind of place. Much of the city center had remained as it had been during World War II, its ancient canal houses boarded up and unused. At the same time the postwar fever for freedom had hit Amsterdam with unique force, and Kiki Amsberg had been in the middle of things: miniskirts, peace signs, antinuclear rallies. The city’s role in it all seemed to be cemented when John Lennon and Yoko Ono held their “bed-in” at the Amsterdam Hilton Hotel, which so captivated Kiki and her husband that they staged their own bed-in. The philosophical center was the Provo movement (as in “provoke”), which used nonviolent means to taunt the authorities. Its magazine outlined the Provo demographic in a way that gives a toothsome feel for the city’s counterculture. The magazine’s first issue proclaimed that it was for “anarchists, provos, beatniks, pleiners, scissors-grinders, jailbirds, simple simon stylites, magicians, pacifists, charlatans, philosophers, germ-carriers, grand masters of the queen’s horse, happeners, vegetarians, syndicalists, hustlers, pyromaniacs, santy clauses, kindergarten teachers, and don’t forget the secret police.”

Shortly after Kiki Amsberg and her husband, Nic Brink, a drama teacher, moved into their apartment, they learned the building had been put up for sale. They were upset because they had just put money into it: they had installed heating, relocated the toilet, which had been placed, tenement style, right beside the kitchen, and added an attic window. When the real estate broker suggested they buy the place, they scoffed. “We were leftists,” she said. “We were against authority and ownership. Buying real estate was for patsers.” (The word doesn’t translate well, but “establishment assholes” gets close.)

On reflection, though, they decided that their reason for being there was to be part of the takeover and revitalization of the city center, so having a stake in it made sense. Besides, real estate was cheap; even with their small salaries they were able to get a loan to buy both the large town house and the small achterhuis, or back house, that adjoined it, in which a family was already living.

Kiki’s life played out in the building. Her daughter was born a year later. She joined in antiwar demonstrations and protests to stop the city’s planned demolition of much of the city center. She campaigned for urban greenery and won a battle to have a small dock, with two park benches, placed along the canal in front of the house.

As a journalist, she covered the story of the evolution of liberalism in her city. There was the “white bicycle” experiment, in which the city provided free bicycles to be used by anyone, without restrictions. There was the actie tomaat (“tomato action”), in which students threw tomatoes at actors during plays as a way to call for a more socially engaged theater. Kiki began interviewing feminist leaders from the United States and around Europe (Nancy Friday, Kate Millett, Nancy Chodorow, and others) and in 1982 coauthored a book, Thinking About Love and Power, that was the top nonfiction best seller in the Netherlands for six months. It shook up what had been (and in many ways remains) a very traditional society when it comes to the role of women. Meanwhile Kiki’s personal thoughts on love and power played a part in the breakup of her marriage.

As the 1980s and 1990s rolled along, the city center gentrified. The fires of leftist liberalism dimmed. Pleasure boats became commonplace on the canals. And real estate prices shot up dramatically. Kiki took to renting out the first two floors of her house.

In 2008, when I was beginning research on this book, I became one of her tenants. I needed a transitional home, one that would serve as a refuge and pondering point, for I was in the middle of a divorce and my wife was planning to return to the United States with our two daughters. So while I spent a great deal of time pacing the ancient floorboards of the second-floor apartment of Kiki’s house, more of that time involved marveling at the ridiculousness of my own life than considering the history of Amsterdam. It was, however, an excellent locale for either activity. The apartment overlooked the canal; a snapshot taken from the living room window would make a salable postcard. It was a view that contained several of the classic elements of the city’s charm. There was the trough of languid water, the little boats moored to the quay, the row of tilting gabled buildings on the opposite bank, and, on any given day, a couple dozen bicycles chained to the railing of the humpbacked bridge. One day, while researching a sixteenth-century Augustinian prior named Wouter Jacobszoon, who wrote one of the first diaries in the Dutch language, in which he chronicled the pivotal moment in Amsterdam’s rise to greatness, I suddenly realized that Brother Jacobszoon’s home had been the Sint-Agnieten Convent. Next door to Kiki Amsberg’s house is the Sint-Agnieten Chapel, which is all that remains of a religious complex that dates to 1397. Or not quite all that remains: the convent, at its height, encompassed much of the block, including the land on which Kiki’s house now stood. While the convent was disbanded after 1578, and Kiki’s house dates to about 1620, dendrochronology tests reveal that some of her house’s beams were cut in the early 1500s, so that they were most likely recycled from the convent. That is to say, what I realized was that Brother Jacobszoon had lived right next door. He had looked out in the same direction across the same canal as me. From this same vantage, then, Kiki Amsberg witnessed the high (and low) point of liberal expression, late-twentieth-century style, and, four centuries earlier, Brother Jacobszoon experienced the beginning stage of liberalism in its broader and deeper meaning. I was living at a place where Amsterdam’s—and for that matter the world’s—two liberalisms converge.

[image: images]

It was not an auspicious beginning to the city’s rise that the monk observed. He witnessed such horror he was convinced the maw of hell was opening up to swallow the city. The spiraling chaos compelled him to put quill to paper. His journal is remarkable in being unusually personal for writings of its time; it gives an intimate perspective on what it felt like to be caught between the tectonic plates of shifting historical forces.

Mostly, the monk felt terror. He was not a native of Amsterdam—in fact, he had only arrived in the city a month before, traveling through a landscape of war. He was a man of fifty who had spent most of his life in the Augustinian monastery of Stein, near the little cheese-making city of Gouda. He had become the prior of that monastery twenty-two years earlier. His long service in that post, and the style of his diary, suggests that he was a man of duty and routine—not a great thinker or visionary, and certainly not an adventurer, though he was an acute observer. His diary seems to have been written as part of the practice of Augustinian monks to record their observations during meditation.

War—sharply sectarian war—had reached Gouda the month before, making the city unsafe for those in Catholic orders, and the monk had made his way to Amsterdam, where he found refuge among the nuns of the Sint-Agnieten Convent and began serving as assistant to the rector.

But mayhem followed him into the city. Brother Jacobszoon spent his nights in his new home lying awake in his cell. He worried over the ominous reverberations of what sounded like distant drums but were in fact the thrum of artillery. From the window he saw fires burning on the horizon. People with nowhere else to go took to living in the streets; as winter set in, they froze to death. A woman was found dead in a ditch with her baby still suckling at her breast. “We only hear talk of robbing, murder, arson, and hangings,” Brother Jacobszoon wrote. He believed that Judgment Day was near.

The pitch of terror rose. Young men roved in gangs. People were impaled, drowned, beheaded. Marauders targeted priests and nuns in particular: stripped them naked, paraded and humiliated them, tortured them, killed them. The body of a priest was found with the genitals hacked off. “Who wouldn’t be reduced to screaming, crying, and howling?” the monk wrote, perhaps in commiseration with his Catholic brethren or maybe to excuse his own behavior.

If we could pull up and away from the Sint-Agnieten Convent in the year 1572, we would see masses of people, desperate to escape, thronging around the Regulierspoort, the nearby gate in the medieval city wall (the gatehouse still exists in my Amsterdam, and houses a pretty shop selling blue-and-white delftware). As we traveled over and beyond the city wall, we would see corpses swinging from trees along the main roads. Farther afield, the marauding patrols would give way to phalanxes of soldiers in proper armor, wearing the distinctively curved helmets of the Spanish army and shouldering pikes and matchlock muskets.

Pulling back farther still would reveal events unfolding as if on a war-gaming map. For Europe in 1572 was indeed a battlefield, the Dutch provinces were central pieces in a geopolitical power struggle, and the city of Amsterdam was a fulcrum on which an age would ultimately turn.

To appreciate the fulcrum and the monk’s horror—the horror of the Catholic citizens of Amsterdam in the late sixteenth century—requires taking another step back in time.

In the family of European capitals, Amsterdam is one of the younger siblings. Even if we set aside Romulus and Remus, archaeological evidence suggests that Rome started with herders and farmers settling the cluster of hills along the Tiber around 900 BC. Athens goes back staggeringly farther than that, into the Neolithic predawn. Amsterdam, by contrast, with its inhospitable geographic position discouraging human settlement, began life circa AD 1100, when, in an effort to stop the sea from remaking the shoreline every year, a few hundred farmers set to heaping up earthen dikes along the edge of the marshy wilderness they had chosen to call home.

Indeed, early humans, in their migratory roaming, sensibly stepped around the whole corner of Europe known as the Low Countries. Looking at the planet not from the perspective of human beings but merely in terms of its own processes, one might say that this region was meant to be purely for drainage purposes, for what is today the Netherlands is one vast river delta. Three of northern Europe’s largest rivers—the Rhine, the Meuse, or Maas, and the Scheldt—having variously swept down from the Swiss Alps, rolled across German plains, and twisted through northern France and the forests of the Ardennes in Belgium, reach here to meet the sea. In its natural course, this drainage is a complex process that keeps the boundary between land and sea constantly shifting. Starting around AD 1000, the early inhabitants of what became the province of Holland began to interfere with nature. The peaty land was good for farming, provided the peat—which is essentially spongy decayed plant material—could be drained. The inhabitants built up dikes to keep out the sea, then cut channels in the peat bogs, which allowed the water contained in them to flow down into rivers. That strategy led to further difficulties, since once the peat loses its water it begins to sink. Eventually the peat level falls below the water level, whereupon the land is once again in danger of flooding, which necessitates more dikes as well as pumps. Medieval Hollanders—and their neighbors in Zeeland to the south and Friesland to the north—thus set off a never-ending struggle against nature, one that continues today. This—the water, the perils, the bravery, the absurdity of the geographic position, and the development of complex communal organizations to cope with the situation—explains much of Amsterdam’s history and provides as well a backdrop to the development of liberalism.

The Dutch writer Matthijs van Boxsel gives his perspective on this history in an idiosyncratic book called The Encyclopedia of Stupidity, in which he characterizes the historical predicament of the Dutch and their battle with water in terms he makes clear in the title. I don’t exactly agree that “stupidity” is the right word, but I do find it compelling that he and other Dutch writers see the historic struggle against water as formative to a cultural ethic of cooperation that created a society strong enough for it to impel, curiously, a commitment to value the individual.

But I wouldn’t stop there. I think we can see the position of the Dutch—and of Amsterdam in particular—as mirroring the wider situation of the Western world. We have all by now mirrored this “stupidity”: we’ve used up resources, jerry-rigged our environment, gotten ourselves into a place where we value individualism and yet need vitally to cooperate. We demand our personal freedom but we have to work together. So perhaps this is a working hypothesis to keep in mind as we explore the foundations of liberalism: individualism, as a theory and an ideal, is related to extreme conditions and, seemingly paradoxically, to the need to band together.

Sometime after the year 1200, then, in order to control flooding, the inhabitants of a region of marshy soil at a juncture of two bodies of water—the spot where a river flowed into a vast bay that connected with the North Sea, fifty-odd miles away—built a dam on the Amstel River. The dam would ever after mark the center of the city, and it gave the community a name: Amstelredamme.

Perched on the far northwestern flank of the Continent, soaked by rains, beaten by winds, ravaged by tidal currents, it was destined to remain a distinctly minor urban hub, home to farmers who grew barley and rye to make their porridge and bread and to fishermen who caught pike, eel, and carp in the marshy inlets, all of them living in wooden huts with straw roofs and clay floors sloped to let rainwater flow through rather than puddle. Even among other cities of the Dutch provinces it was a, well, backwater. In part because of the rivers connecting Germany and central Europe to the North Sea, other cities had long held a certain strategic importance. Utrecht was the bishopric of the region; Nijmegen and Maastricht to the east had been population centers since the Roman era.

But in the year 1345 a miraculous change overtook Amsterdam. The adjective should be taken literally, for on a frigid Tuesday night before Palm Sunday in that year, the ordinary circumstance of an old man quietly dying at home took a strange turn. Shortly after the man was given the sacrament of Holy Communion, he vomited, and the women who were attending him were confounded to see that the Eucharist reemerged from his mouth whole. They threw the vomit on the fire, presumably reasoning that flames offered the least sacrilegious way of disposing of its holy contents, but, lo, the host did not burn. The town’s clergymen processed to the church bearing the wondrous wafer—which seemingly behaved with a supernaturalness akin to the body of Christ that Catholics believed the Eucharist to be—and a miracle was declared. An imposing church was built on the site of the man’s house, and when it later burned to the ground, not once but twice, and each time the host survived the fire, the “miracle of Amsterdam” became a medieval phenomenon.

If you were to look at a typical map of Europe circa 1400, you would probably find it traversed by inexplicable meandering lines, which in turn would probably be the most intelligible thing about the map to a person of the time—for holy pilgrimages held more meaning than latitude and longitude (the latter of which of course did not exist then). People did not do the Grand Tour; they didn’t see the sights or travel for the experience of foreignness. They sought out holy places in search of relief for their suffering and forgiveness of their sins. The rocky hillocks of Wales were dotted with markers guiding the way to Shrewsbury and Llandderfel. The shrine of the murdered saint Thomas Becket at Canterbury was the obvious goal of English pilgrims. People believed that walking prescribed routes to Jerusalem and the holy city of Santiago de Compostela absolved virtually any sin.

The miracle of Amsterdam put the city on the map. The miracle became the subject of religious art, with all the elements—the berobed old man ejecting the contents of his stomach into a vessel, the attendant women, angels gathered around the fire, the glowing host—committed to paint, ink, and bronze. According to one story, the city’s popularity ratcheted up to another level following a celebrity cure: Maximilian of Austria, the ailing son of the Holy Roman emperor and himself a future emperor, arrived at the shrine as a pilgrim in 1489 and was healed.

Thousands came from all over the Continent, bearing their sick. Into the city they streamed, via a street that became known as the Holy Way. Today the outer portion of the street, called Overtoom, is a gritty, Broadway-like stretch of drab shops and rental car outlets, but the final block still bears the name Heiligeweg, despite being chockablock with an unholy assembly of jewelry stores and designer shoe shops. The pilgrims turned left onto Kalverstraat (whose name preserves the memory of a cattle market that was held there—today it is the city’s central pedestrian shopping street) and so came to a stop at the shrine that housed the host that had defied the flames. In one of those odd twists of history that defy fiction, the site of the miracle—what was once one of Europe’s holiest spots—is today the home of a hypercheesy tourist attraction called the Amsterdam Dungeon. The pilgrimage itself—after being banned when the city officially converted to Calvinism in 1578—was reinstated in the late nineteenth century, and now every March several thousand devout Dutch Catholics make an all-night procession around central Amsterdam.

Amsterdam grew up around its miracle. Its first canals were dug—to control the ever-shifting waters, channeling them into navigable courses, turning a threat to advantage. The still-tiny city, hemmed in from the forbidding sea by its dikes and dams, filled with religious professionals. The city’s original, modest church, dating from 1306, was rebuilt in 1369 as a lavish, three-aisled Gothic structure and named for St. Nicholas. Just four decades later, with the population growing and the numbers of religious tourists continuing to swell, another parish church was built on the dam in the city center. It was called, with Dutch practicality, the New Church, whereupon the St. Nicholas Church was called (and today is formally known as) the Old Church.

That was only the beginning. A certified miracle in medieval Europe brought on the equivalent of a gold rush. Religious professionals of every stripe flocked to Amsterdam. In little more than a century no fewer than nineteen monasteries and convents set up shop inside the city, with two others just outside the walls. Followers of several orders took vows of silence, but that only went so far. The narrow streets—lined with tall, gabled wooden houses—reverberated with backbiting and intrigue. The Holy Place—the shrine built over the site of the miracle—became a power center in its own right and the locus of a vigorous trade in holy trinkets (medals depicting the woman snatching the host out of the fire or bearing two angels praying over it, the earliest dating from about 1400, have been dug up around the city), arousing the envy and ire of the two parish churches. Meanwhile, the monasteries and convents were mini-fiefdoms, walled off from the rest of the city, that vied with one another for wealthy patrons. The two parish churches fought against these incursions into their monopoly on sanctity by demanding annual payment from the other religious institutions in exchange for the right to offer mass, hear confessions, or maintain their own cemeteries.

With monasteries, convents, and churches standing cheek by jowl, monks and nuns, priests and penitents became medieval Amsterdam’s core constituents. While fights broke out among the various orders and institutions, the greater tension was between the religious orders collectively and the city residents, who objected to the monasteries’ having taken large swaths of land along the canals.

What is today the oldest part of the city—Kiki Amsberg’s neighborhood, the densely packed, low-skied, high-walled center of the center of Amsterdam—preserves the memory of its rise on the waves of Catholic piety mostly in names (Monk Street, Paternoster Alley, a tiny lane called Gebed Zonder End, or Prayer Without End) that are often jarringly incongruous given that this also happens to be the location of the red light district. So the “blood” in Blood Street refers not to street crime but to the blood of Jesus. Surely few patrons of the prostitute windows of the area realize (or care) that the name of the little alley called Kreupelsteeg refers to the crippled pilgrims who came this way, their hearts filled with hope and desperation and prayer—looking for, you might say, a different kind of transcendence.
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Meanwhile, another industry coincided with the rise of religious worship, contributed equally to the city’s growth, and arguably plays a greater role in its culture today than does religion. By and large, Dutch cuisine deserves its mournful reputation, but if a visitor to Amsterdam asked me to name the finest traditional culinary experience on offer I would lead him or her to one of the street stands that are still fairly common, and where the main product is typically served with onions and sweet pickles. For centuries prior to the miracle of Amsterdam, Dutch fishermen had plied coastal waters for the rich, oily, strongly flavored fish of the species harengus and genus Clupea, aka herring. The fish were caught, hauled ashore, gutted, and packed in brine to preserve them. The Dutch had no monopoly on the herring trade—it was a common activity in many northern European lands, and the Dutch for a time were regular customers of Swedish-caught herring.

But roughly around the time that the miracle of the fire-retardant host took place in Amsterdam, Dutch fishermen developed an innovation that would transform Europe and, in particular, play a role in the rise of Amsterdam. It was the tiniest of things, and it was probably discovered by accident. Fish such as herring have little pouches in their stomachs called pyloric caeca, which contain enzymes that aid digestion. If, instead of gutting the fish entirely, you leave these pouches, as well as the pancreas, in the brine mixture, the result is fish that keeps for a much longer period of time and, as a bonus, has more flavor.

This discovery gave Dutch fishermen—theoretically, at least—the ability to move away from the coastlines and into the deep, icy, impetuously heaving waters of the North Sea. More or less in the middle of that body of water lay Dogger Bank, a broad and relatively shallow region of sea that held a motherlode, for it was thick with the muscular, silvery bodies of shoaling herring.

But such a journey required a new kind of vessel. In 1416, shipbuilders in the town of Hoorn, to the north of Amsterdam, developed a long, stout, eminently seaworthy boat with bulging sides and a cavernous interior. Along with it came modifications that made it possible to do the gibbing (the technique of gutting and curing herring) aboard ship. Thus the herring buss—essentially a factory that could plow through rolling seas—came into being. Instead of immediately needing to get caught fish ashore, where they then had to be quickly processed and shipped off, the Dutch boats were able to stay at sea for five weeks or more at a stretch, fishing, gibbing, and fishing some more, and when they returned to port their hulls were packed with market-ready barrels of cured herring—lightly salted, or “soused,” in the terminology of the Elizabethan period—that would last for a year and that, to boot, were tastier than fish that had been cured in the old manner.

Within a few decades the Dutch had cornered the market. They shipped tons of herring to Poland, to France, up the Rhine into Germany, even as far afield as Russia. Dutch artists made etchings of herrings wearing crowns and writers spoke of “our noble herring.”

Transforming the herring industry could happen only if there was an unusual degree of cooperation among different people. Here Amsterdam’s tradition of water management—which already had a couple of centuries of history behind it—served the city well. Building up dikes and dredging canals were massive communal activities in which everyone concerned had to see a common as well as an individual interest in order to take part. Fishing the coastline required little more than a father and son and a few hands, but moving into deep waters meant a commitment of capital and a complex support infrastructure. The ships were larger, and they had teams of specialized workers: sailors, gutters (a skilled team of gutters could process 2,000 herring an hour), packers, officers. Since a herring fleet had such a recognizably valuable cargo, it needed a naval escort for defense. Ship chandlers had to supply linen, hemp, tar, tallow, netting, barrels, salt, and other products.

To make all of this work, herring merchants pushed for local government to get involved. The government sent warships to protect the fleet, and over time it developed regulations covering every aspect of the netting, processing, and sale of herring. This was done with one purpose in mind: to keep the quality high. As more money came into the province of Holland, the provincial government required that herring casks be of regulation size and manufacture and that they be stamped not just as Dutch but as Holland Herring—a very early and stunningly successful instance of branding.

At the high point of the industry, fishermen of the province of Holland caught about 200 million herring per year. New wealth came to Amsterdam. And dominance in one field led to success in others. In order to build herring busses, Amsterdam bought timber from Germany and processed it into planks. The city’s sawyers (and later saw mills, after a farmer from nearby Uitgeest patented a crankshaft, which turned the circular motion of a windmill into the back-and-forth motion of a sawing blade) produced so efficiently that England’s burgeoning shipbuilding industry bought processed wood from Amsterdam and the surrounding area. Meanwhile, the city’s own shipyards expanded, producing barges for working the region’s rivers as well as seagoing vessels. And the city’s merchants in turn became savvy international traders; they paid top dollar for information about faraway events that they could earn money on and adjusted their cargo accordingly. When harvests in southern Europe failed, the city’s vessels returned from their herring runs to the Baltic port of Danzig laden with rye and wheat, so that Dutch vessels provided Polish grain for tables in Spain and Italy. The ships likewise carried wine from France to the Baltic and brought beer from Germany for Dutch consumption.

All the while, merchants kept alert for new business opportunities. When they discovered that rapeseed, hempseed, and potash—the main ingredients of soap—could all be got cheaply in the Baltic ports their ships frequented, they carted the raw material home and created an industry. At one point there were twenty-one soap works along Amsterdam’s canals. Once again branding became part of marketing: Amsterdam’s unique “green soap” became famous throughout Renaissance Europe and for all we know could have been the preferred brand of Leonardo da Vinci or Queen Elizabeth.

Thus, while the cities of Antwerp, Ghent, and Bruges in the so-called southern Netherlands (today Belgium) were among Europe’s glittering jewels, cornering the refined trades in spices and rare fabrics, their great artists—from Jan van Eyck to Hieronymus Bosch—as fully a part of the Renaissance as Italian masters, Amsterdam came of age by pursuing an altogether rougher market. The IJ—the city’s great inland harbor (it’s not a typo: the Dutch syllable is pronounced something like aey)—was later famously characterized as a “forest of masts,” as busses, buyscarveels, boyers, fluyts, vlieboots, and other vessels offering variations on the theme of durable bulk seagoing transport rode at anchor before the city walls, taking on sailors and supplies before making their way out into the heaving North Sea.

Wealth came, and something else: sailors and traders from faraway places. They presaged what Amsterdam would become: a place of mixed languages and backgrounds. But where the city that was to come would have a high gloss of luxury to it—with its markets of fine goods, its children coddled by loving parents, paintings decorating the walls of ordinary homes that would in later centuries be considered some of humanity’s masterpieces—this Amsterdam, the late-medieval city, was still one of rough wooden houses swirling with the acrid smoke of open-pit fireplaces.

Circa 1500, then, at the high point of the Renaissance—as Michelangelo was beginning work on his David statue and Copernicus was getting serious about astronomy—Amsterdam was both a lively shipping center and one of the most intensely Catholic cities in Europe: a grittily holy place of fish guts and church incense, of bilge, tar, dung, and sour beer; a town of narrow alleys and slanting rainfall, of cursing seamen and scheming abbots. And the two main enterprises alternately clashed with and enriched each other, creating a late-medieval frisson of sweat and strife and energy.
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He was a smart boy, alone in the world. He had been born forty miles south of Amsterdam, and if one were to create a fictional character who would come to alter the course of Christianity and Western history by contributing to a grand schism in the Catholic Church, one might devise circumstances of birth and upbringing that mirrored his. His father was a priest, his mother the daughter of a local physician. He had to endure the secrecy and shame of his illegitimacy and then, after the plague swept in, the simultaneous deaths of both his parents. Whereupon he was given to the local monastery to be raised. While we can’t be sure of the precise nature of the abuse and suffering he endured there, his graphic descriptions later of what went on in monasteries—monks “whipping boys to death every day” and creating an atmosphere in comparison to which there was “more innocence in a brothel”—certainly explain his lifelong hatred of Catholic monasteries and foreshadowed the imminent avalanche that would become known as the Reformation in terms that echo even to our time.

He is known to history as Erasmus of Rotterdam, though he spent only his first four years in that Dutch city. Remarkably enough, the monastery in which he grew up was the very same one where, half a century later, the diarist Wouter Jacobszoon would serve as prior. But unlike Brother Jacobszoon, Erasmus got out of its cloisters as soon as he could, studied in France, Italy, and England, and became the great Latin stylist of the Renaissance Church. His fame, however, came from substance, not style. While he remained an obedient Catholic all his life, Erasmus mounted a sustained assault on the structures of the Catholic Church, insisting that the essence of Christianity was not to be found in observance of the sacraments, or in the power of the Vatican, or even in the person of the pope but in the individual: in the study and awareness of holy scripture.

His brand of Christian humanism—a learned, honest, individual approach to faith—became a sensation in his homeland. The Dutch were, and are, a practical, no-nonsense people—traits that Dutch writers have linked to their involvement with water and the need for a society in which strong individuals cooperate with one another to get things done on their own, as opposed to the medieval model that prevailed elsewhere in Europe, in which a nobleman ruled an estate and serfs. Examples of the down-to-earth sensibility are everywhere in Dutch history. In the seventeenth century, a French naval commander, on visiting a Dutch sea captain, was shocked to find him sweeping out his own quarters. I used to run into the mayor of Amsterdam in the local supermarket—and he wasn’t engaged in a populist stunt (Dutch mayors are not elected but appointed); he was doing the family shopping. This sensibility accounts in part for the depth with which the Dutch people took to Erasmus and his writings as his work gained fame around Europe: he was one of them, and they responded. Erasmus despised the “superstition of ceremonies” to which the Church chained its people. He condemned the trade in indulgences, which saw Catholic clergy selling dying people a kind of insurance policy that guaranteed that on their death their sins would be forgiven. He questioned the very structures of Church life—the religious art, the vestments of the priests, the grandeur of the cathedral—as so many excuses to suck money out of ordinary believing people and bind them to the will of the Church.

What struck Dutch Christians most deeply was Erasmus’s focus on the application of individual human reason. The Dutch were among the earliest adopters of a new technology—the printed book—and it proved to be an ideal instrument for advancing this new focus on the individual. Dutch editions of Erasmus’s works—his translation of the New Testament and also his Handbook for the Christian Soldier, in which he excoriated the trappings of piety and called on Christians to use their brains as well as their spirits—were best sellers at bookshops in Amsterdam, Leiden, Antwerp, and other cities and became the basis for a whole new curriculum in Dutch schools.

Erasmus himself had a term for this new approach to learning. He called it “liberal studies.” He never intended it to be anything but a means for correcting faults within the Church. But other people felt differently. In 1517, when the German monk Martin Luther nailed his Ninety-Five Theses to the door of All Saints’ Church in the city of Wittenberg, he set off a tidal wave that rolled four hundred miles due west and crashed head-on into the medieval town walls of Amsterdam. It was the era in which popes issued business licenses to brothels (from which they then received revenues), openly fathered illegitimate children, and were so flagrant in manipulating their power that Sixtus IV appointed an eight-year-old as bishop of Lisbon. As a major center of Catholic worship, Amsterdam was as steeped in the excesses and corruption that Erasmus railed against as anyplace. It was common in the city for “celibate” priests to have mistresses. And whether at the Carthusian monastery to the east or in the headquarters of the Canons Regular just outside the city walls to the south, for a young novitiate to enter orders he had to “donate” sufficiently. You rose in power by buying higher offices, so that the families that had grown rich on trade and shipping were able to place their sons as heads of the orders. As Church leaders gained more power, they collected official titles, each of which came with its own salary. It was not physically possible for one man to perform all the fuctions of each office, but that was the idea: a leader collected these offices in order to subcontract the work to others, at lower salaries.
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