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Note to Readers






Walking the streets of New York City, you constantly come face to face with history. Every building has a tale to tell, from world-famous places like the Empire State Building and the Statue of Liberty to sites connected to people and events long forgotten. (How many people today remember the bomb that exploded on Wall Street in September 1920 or the sinking of the steamship General Slocum?) There is hardly a façade that doesn’t, with a little research, reveal an interesting facet of the city’s past.


The goal of Inside the Apple is to give you a different pathway into the city’s long and rich history. While there are many books that focus on New York’s notable events and famous people, ours is instead organized around the places where those events took place. By grounding the narrative in sites that you can see and visit, we provide concrete, tangible connections between the city of today and its intriguing past.


People have long tried to answer the question: What makes New York unique? We feel the answer is deceptively simple: more than any other American city, it is primarily experienced on foot. In fact, the city was designed to be walked; its grid of streets, laid out in 1811, was designed to aid people walking to the commercial piers on the East and Hudson rivers. That design—along with the compact network of roads in the oldest part of Lower Manhattan—means that the city has always developed with the pedestrian in mind. New York is a joy to walk around, and for those who wish to take to the streets, we’ve included 14 self-guided walking tours at the back of the book to navigate you through the city and its past. But even if you are reading the book chronologically from the comfort of your own home, the fact that it is a “streetwise” history of the city always anchors the narrative in the city of today.


 


Of the book’s 182 chapters, the first 21 cover a wide swath of time—nearly half of the city’s entire European history. This isn’t for lack of curiosity about the Dutch, British, or early American periods. It simply reflects the fact that in a book where every chapter is tied to an existing, modern-day place, there are few early sites that you can actually go and visit. For the most part, the cityscapes of these early eras have vanished as completely as the earlier landscapes of the Lenape and other indigenous peoples. While New Yorkers have done a fairly good job of preserving notable sites from the 19th century, most 17th-and 18th-century sites are gone.


This is not a new trend. Philip Hone, New York’s mayor and one of its most famous 19th-century diarists, noted with melancholy in 1839:




My poor, dear house, 235 Broadway, is coming down forthwith, and in a few weeks the home of my happy days will be incontinently swept from the earth. Farther up, at the corner of Chambers Street, a row of low buildings has been removed to make way for one of those mighty edifices called hotels,—eating, drinking, and lodging above and gay shops below; and so all the way up; the spirit of pulling down and building up is abroad. The whole of New York is rebuilt about once in ten years.





Even with today’s historic-preservation laws, this is almost as true now as it was in Hone’s era. It is worth noting that it’s easier to take a walk through 19th-century Greenwich Village than it is to get a feel for the neighborhood that Bob Dylan called home in the early 1960s. Most of the important locales from Dylan’s heyday are gone. The buildings are still standing, but there’s no more Gaslight, Gerde’s Folk City, Café Au Go-Go, or Izzy Young’s Folklore Center: the list of what’s gone from 40 years ago is endless.


As you read, you will notice bracketed cross-references to other chapters in the book. We’ve included these to aid your exploration, and you may find yourself simply following pathways through the book based on your own interests. For example, you might be reading the chapters on Tammany Hall Boss William Tweed and see that he was intimately tied to the 1876 presidential election and Democrat Samuel J. Tilden. Tilden, meanwhile, was the driving force behind the formation of the New York Public Library; reading about the library might, in turn, lead you to read about the Astor Library (one of its antecedents), which in turn would take you to Joseph Papp’s Public Theater, the current tenant in the Astor Library’s original home. And you could go on and on from there.


The book’s 182 chapters are mostly limited to events that have taken place on Manhattan. For the first three centuries of the City’s history, it was limited to the confines of Manhattan island. The story of Brooklyn—once the third-largest city in America—is touched on in these pages, but, alas, the rich histories of Queens, the Bronx, and Staten Island will have to wait for another volume. Likewise, some subjects appear only in passing—or not at all. Rather than write a book that was merely an exhaustive checklist, we have chosen instead to focus on certain places because we feel they paint a comprehensive and colorful portrait of the Big Apple.




 


Over the years, New York has had numerous names and nicknames: Manna-hata, New Amsterdam, Gotham, the Empire City, the City That Never Sleeps. But perhaps none has had the traction of the Big Apple.


Linguistic historian Barry Popik and etymologist Gerald Cohen traced the origins of the phrase to a horseracing column written by John J. Fitz Gerald in the 1920s. Fitz Gerald had picked up the phrase from a stable hand. The term originally referred to the size of the purse at New York’s tracks: to win in New York was to take the “big apple.” Though the name caught on in the 1930s—particularly among jazz musicians—our modern usage dates to the 1970s, when the New York City Convention and Visitors Bureau launched two campaigns that have proved incredibly durable. One was Milton Glaser’s “I [image: image] NY” logo; the other revived the “Big Apple” as a replacement for Mayor John Lindsay’s earlier slogan, “Fun City.”


In many ways, it’s an apt metaphor: like an apple, the city has a sleek, tough skin that protects its sweet interior. (Or, if you’re not a fan, you might say it’s rotten to the core.) But in fact, the experience of New York comes in every shape, size, and flavor imaginable. One simple truth about the city: there isn’t a single, monolithic New York. Instead, everyone’s version of the city is different. Moreover, it’s a place that’s constantly in flux. In these pages, we hope to take you “inside” the apple, to explore what makes New York not just a great city but a place where it’s possible to discover the whole history of America along its enticing streets.
















PART 1


The Early City: New Amsterdam, Colonial New York, the Revolutionary Era, and the Birth of the New Republic, 1608–1804






New York has long had a romance with its early history, which is often depicted through a gauzy lens of nostalgia: stout windmills line the harbor, able-bodied men in tall hats trade beaver skins with the peace-loving Indians, while their wives stand in half doors (still known as Dutch doors), a gaggle of children at their feet. All of it is overseen by the stern hand of “Peg Leg” Peter Stuyvesant, the colony’s curmudgeonly director general.
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New York City’s seal, ca. 1686
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New York City’s seal today


This is not just the stuff of children’s stories. The city’s picturesque past is even enshrined on its great seal, which dates back to 1686. At its center are the arms of a Dutch windmill, surrounded by symbols of the city’s economic history: top and bottom are beavers, Manhattan’s first great export commodity; left and right are barrels of flour, an important staple during the English period. On either side of the shield are two men: to the viewer’s left, a Dutch/English sailor, who not only represents the city’s importance as a port, but recognizes the idea that all its non–Native American inhabitants have come from across the sea.1 To the viewer’s right is a Native American—decked out in true “noble savage” style, with headdress and bow—representing the people the Europeans displaced. At the top of the seal originally sat a British crown, which was replaced after 1783 with an American bald eagle. Finally, at the bottom of the seal is the date of the city’s founding.


It is difficult, however, to pin down the actual year of the city’s birth. During the British period, the seal was dated 1686, the year Governor Thomas Dongan received an official charter. Later, the date was changed to 1664, the year the Dutch colony of New Amsterdam was conquered by the English and renamed New York. However, in 1975—on what was dubbed the 350th anniversary of the official establishment of New Amsterdam—the date was changed to 1625 to recognize the Dutch contributions to the city’s founding.


But to many, even that date is too late. They push the beginning back to 1609, the year Henry Hudson’s ship Halve Maen entered Manhattan’s harbor, which led to European colonization. (New York has long celebrated this year. It hosted an elaborate Hudson-Fulton Festival in 1909 and a Hudson-Fulton-Champlain festival in 2009.) Of course, by 1609 people had been living in and around what would become modern-day New York City for upward of 11,000 years.


All of which is to say, picking a “beginning” is somewhat arbitrary. For our purposes—since this is a book of history that you can see and experience—we begin with Henry Hudson and the coming of the Dutch. Not only does this reflect the fact that few examples of our geological past are visible, it also points to the more grievous truth that there are hardly any traces left of the city’s long and rich Native American heritage. It’s somewhat heart-stopping to think that Europeans have only inhabited this area for less than four centuries and in that time have erased millennia of human habitation by the Lenape and others who preceded us.


While these first 21 chapters cover a great span of years—nearly half of the city’s European history—each place and story they tell is fundamental to understanding the city. Indeed, examining Manhattan’s early history presents in wonderful microcosm the brash history of young America, which had its economic and political roots firmly tied to New York.











 1. The Algonquin-speaking Native Americans who lived here called the Dutch swannekens, meaning “people of salt.” This is generally accepted to mean that the natives recognized the Europeans as people from across the ocean.











1. Manna-hata: New York Before the Europeans







Walking through Times Square, surrounded by concrete, traffic, steel, and neon, it can be difficult to conjure up what this same tract of land must have looked like in 1608—a mere 400 years ago—before the arrival of Europeans. What would we see if we could strip away the generations of urbanization and return Manhattan to its pre-contact glory?


New Yorkers often wonder about what was here before. It can be tempting to invoke an Eden-on-the-Hudson, where wild animals roamed freely through tall forests and verdant meadows. And Manhattan did have all those things—but for nearly 11,000 years before Henry Hudson [2] there were also people using the land and altering it for their own benefit.


At the end of the last Ice Age (ca. 20,000 years ago), the Wisconsin glacier began a slow retreat, revealing the deep fjord that we now call the Hudson River. Exerting tremendous pressure as it moved, the glacier also scraped away layers of sediment, leaving parts of the island of Manhattan with exposed bedrock. This bedrock, called Manhattan schist,1 is easily seen today in Central Park and Morningside Park [73], where vast pieces of rock rise from the ground dramatically. Other remnants of glaciation can also be seen at the southern end of Central Park’s Sheep Meadow [151], where a line of boulders marches from the southwest, crossing the footpath that borders the bottom of the meadow. These are glacial erratics, non-native stones that were deposited here by the ice floe.


As the glacier departed, the first Native Americans were arriving, but very little is known about these settlers. Clovis point spearheads and other stone tools found in Staten Island in the 1950s place people in the area about 11,000 years ago. Scant evidence exists of population migrations and changes over the next 10 millennia, but many archaeologists agree that Native Americans lived in and around the area continuously until the arrival of European settlers. In the 17th century, these inhabitants were part of a larger group of Algonquin speakers; they referred to themselves as Lenape (“the people”) or Munsee (their language group). Tribal names, such as Canarsie or Hackensack, are a European creation, and were likely place names or family groups.


Today, though there are still some Lenape descendants in and around the New York region, the most vivid reminder of the city’s native past can be found in words. The most common of these is, of course, Manhattan—a word that today is known around the world but which has never been adequately defined. Because of differences in dialect and the general inability of most Europeans to correctly hear and reproduce Algonquin words, we will never know for certain what it signified. One Lenape word, menatay, means “island”; another, mahatuouh, is “the place for wood gathering”; and a third, mahahachtanienk, is usually translated as “place of general inebriation.” But none of these are Manna-hata, the first words ever written down by a European to name the island.


[image: image]


A typical European view of a Lenape settlement


In the 19th century, Manhattan was often poetically translated as something along the lines of “island of gentle rolling hills.” However, that translation has given way to a pithier definition, “rock island.” While today the bedrock is really only visible in the parks and a few other places, 400 years ago it would have been the island’s most salient feature, making it distinct from the less rocky, more arable land surrounding it in what we would today call New Jersey and Long Island.


 


[image: image]Thinking of Manhattan as “rock island” helps shape our understanding of how the island was used. Conventional wisdom has long held that the Lenape must have been farmers, and that corn, the great American grain, must have been their staple crop. But archaeological evidence, which is undeniably slight, suggests that agriculture did not play a large role in the local diet until after European arrivals. Instead, Manhattan would have been a place of hunting, foraging, and, most important, fishing.2


The rivers that surround Manhattan were central to life, from the wide array of fish to the oyster beds in the harbor (which have recently been estimated to have been the largest in the world). The wide river on the island’s western edge—today known as the Hudson—was called Muhheakuntuck (“the river that flows two ways”), and it took on mythic overtones for the Lenape. The legend went that they had been told in a vision to journey until they found such a river and to settle there. At its mouth, as it empties into New York Harbor, the river is a tidal estuary, so affected by the ocean that significant tidal activity reaches 150 miles upriver, all the way to Troy, New York. The river remains brackish for 60 miles, to present-day Newburgh. To casual observers, the river’s odd flow is most visible in winter, when it is dotted with ice floes; as the tide goes out, the floes move slowly downstream as one might expect. But when the tide turns, the ice changes direction and begins to float lazily back upstream.


Other rivers and streams were equally important, though the ones on Manhattan have all either been obliterated or are now underground. Maiden Lane in the Financial District was once a path along a small stream named for the young Dutch women who went there to do the wash. Even today, walking through this part of town, it is easy to imagine the banks of this little river sloping downward to the vanished streambed.


Perhaps the most famous stream is in Greenwich Village. Just south of Washington Square lies tiny Minetta Lane. Intersecting it is a one-block thoroughfare, Minetta Street, and a century ago, there was also still a Minetta Court and a Minetta Place, all of them coming together to form a strange, serpentine pattern. Those streets mark the onetime course of the Minetta brook, a small stream that still runs in the storm drains below the pavement. (Some claim that Minetta is a Lenape word, but in fact it’s an English corruption of the Dutch name for the creek, mintje kill, “tiny stream.”)


Other nearby streets, like MacDougal Alley, Washington Mews, and Stuyvesant Street, likely made up a Lenape trail that served as a canoe portage so that people heading back and forth between what we now call Brooklyn and New Jersey would not have to row around the southern tip of the island. Likewise, Chinatown’s Canal Street—though built in the early 1800s [22]—was originally part of a waterway that may have allowed natives to sail straight through the island at high tide.


 


[image: image]But everything ancient is not gone. There are living things, too, to remind New Yorkers of their past. In Washington Square is an old elm tree sometimes erroneously called the “Hangman’s Elm” [see 35]. The tree certainly dates back to the Dutch, and may, in fact, be even older, a sentry that has watched over the area since it was a Lenape encampment known as Sapokanikan. In Inwood Hill Park, at Manhattan’s northern edge, stands the Clove—an old-growth forest of oak, hickory, and dogwood. In the early 20th century, Lenape artifacts were excavated in the park. A short walk from the Clove, there’s a plaque marking the spot where Dutch governor Peter Minuit supposedly purchased the island from the natives for $24 worth of beads [3]. While historians today tend to think the sale actually happened in the vicinity of Battery Park, it is truly moving to come to Inwood Hill Park and stand in the Clove—with not a steel-frame skyscraper or neon sign in sight—and experience, if only for a brief moment, the landscape the Lenape were selling to Minuit nearly 400 years ago.











1. Schist, a metamorphic rock, is similar to gneiss and marble and often reveals embedded minerals. Manhattan schist is usually rich in mica.


2. The Wildlife Conservation Society, under the direction of Eric W. Sanderson, is at work on the Mannahatta Project, using computer modeling to return Manhattan to its pre–1609 state and examine what flora and fauna would have been here for the Native Americans.









2. Henry Hudson’s Great Voyage







It’s hard to decide where to place Henry Hudson in the pantheon of early American explorers. Like all of them, he was essentially sailing blindly into terra incognita. Had he missed the entrance to New York Harbor and sailed home, he’d be little more than a footnote, perhaps known better for the way he died than the way he lived. (Hudson was a bit of a boor. On a later voyage in 1611, his crew, sick of him, mutinied and sent him overboard in Hudson’s Bay, Canada—but that’s another story.)


Instead, Hudson did sail into the harbor, spied Manhattan, and proceeded up the Muhheakuntuck River [1], now known in his honor as the Hudson River. (Hudson himself more grandiloquently called it “the Great River of the Mountains”—a reminder that the Catskills, which he passed as he sailed north, are taller than any mountains in Northern Europe except those in Norway.)


But Hudson wasn’t the first of New York’s “discoverers.” That honor goes to Giovanni da Verrazzano, a Florentine navigator who arrived in the waters off Staten Island in 1524.1 Verrazzano was employed by François I, the French monarch who was also Leonardo da Vinci’s patron. Like other 16th-century sovereigns, François I dispatched navigators to various corners of the earth to map territorial claims. Maps were exceptionally valuable and jealously protected; they asserted ownership, provided directions for future navigators, and gave access to the precious natural resources the Europeans hoped to find in the New World.


It is unclear how far into New York harbor Verrazzano ventured, but what is clear is that he surprisingly mistook it for a lake and turned back before sighting the Muhheakuntuck. (Verrazzano’s most noteworthy contribution was claiming Newfoundland for the French crown.)2


Even less remembered is Esteban Gómez, the Portuguese navigator who was sailing at the same time as Verrazzano. He sighted the Muhheakuntuck in 1525 and named it the Rio San Antonio. In Spain, cartographer Diego Ribeiro used Gómez’s information to produce the first reliable map of the entire eastern seaboard. On it, the area around New York is labeled Tierra de Estevan Gómez. However, Spain never pressed its territorial claims, no doubt in part because of the map’s caption: “Land of Esteban Gómez, discovered by him in 1525, by order of His Majesty; abundance of trees, game, salmon, turbot, and soles, but no gold is found.”


 


[image: image]Eighty-four years then passed before Hudson’s arrival in the Muhheakuntuck—and it’s likely that no European saw the river in the intervening decades. It’s equally likely that no Native Americans were still alive who had seen a European ship. In the years between Verrazzano and Hudson, the natives felt the devastating effects of European contact—by some estimates almost 90 percent of the indigenous population had died from European-borne diseases between 1492 and 1600.


What Hudson had come looking for was not Manhattan, but rather the fabled shortcut connecting the Atlantic to the Pacific and thus to the Spice Islands, Europe’s largest source of luxury import goods in the 16th century.


Sailing under the flag of his native England, Hudson had twice before tried to find this passage. Each time, he had sailed east in the hope that a northeast passage might present itself beyond Russia’s Barents Sea. This time, however, he was employed by the Dutch East India Company, which had established a virtual monopoly on the spice trade, and captained a ship called the Halve Maen (“Half Moon”). He would sail toward Russia one more time, but if that failed, he would turn and head west. His friend John Smith (of Pocahontas fame) had written to him about a river connecting the Atlantic and the Pacific that lay at the northern edge of Virginia’s territory. So, when the Russian plan failed for yet a third time, Hudson turned the Halve Maen around and headed toward North America.


Hudson’s arrival in New York harbor was inauspicious; the ship ran aground at Sandy Hook, just south of Staten Island. On September 11, 1609,3 the ship headed through the Narrows into the harbor. From there, it entered the Muhheakuntuck, the “Great” River. Hudson sailed as far as present-day Albany before realizing that while he’d found a great river, it was not a passage to the Spice Islands. So Hudson turned around, sailed back to the harbor, out the Narrows, and home. The Dutch East India Company was angry at him—both that he’d disobeyed its orders by gallivanting off to North America and that he hadn’t found a northeast passage. However, a number of Dutch merchants heard of Hudson’s voyage and had a different idea. In 1610 and again in 1613, ships sailed from the Netherlands to further explore the region. They weren’t at all interested in a northwest passage; they were coming instead for a crucial commodity found in massive quantity right there along Hudson’s Great River—beavers.


Beaver pelts were a coveted import good in Europe, perhaps second only to spices. Men of status wore beaver-felt hats and trimmed their jackets with fine fur. In buttoned-down, Calvinist countries like the Netherlands, a lace collar and furtrimmed jacket were probably the most immediately recognizable symbols of wealth. Hudson’s discovery of plentiful beaver on the banks of the Muhheakuntuck solved a growing Dutch dilemma about how to procure enough pelts for the country’s burgeoning middle class to properly show off its newfound prosperity.


[image: image]


Henry Hudson’s ship, the Halve Maen


 


[image: image]Today, the best way to get a sense of what Hudson experienced when he arrived, the “very good land to fall in with, and a pleasant land to see” described in the journal of first mate Robert Juet, is to head to Fort Tryon Park in Upper Manhattan and look across at the Palisades in New Jersey. The view here was preserved by John D. Rockefeller, Jr., who originally had plans to develop the Fort Tryon site for personal use before ceding it to the city. It was somewhere near here that the Halve Maen anchored during its journey home. Juet, describing the New Jersey Palisades or the cliffs below Fort Tryon, noted in his journal:




[W]e saw a very good piece of ground; and hard by it there was a cliff that looked of the colour of white green, as though it were either a copper or silver mine; and I think it to be one of them by the trees that grow upon it; for they be all burned, and the other places are green as grass; it is on that side of the river that is called Manna-hata.





Thus, on October 2, 1609, Manna-hata had its name written down by Europeans for the first time and Manhattan was born.











 1The spot where Verrazzano anchored is near the base of the Verazzano-Narrows Bridge; note, however, that the city spelled the explorer’s name wrong when it named the bridge.


 2Verrazzano, along with Henry Hudson and other early American explorers, is commemorated in the murals in the rotunda of the old U.S. Custom House on Bowling Green [123]. A statue of Verrazzano, originally erected in 1909 and, as of this writing, stuck in storage, will ultimately be returned to Battery Park.


 3Some have found it an intriguing coincidence that the hijackers who destroyed the World Trade Center in 2001 [180] chose to do it on New York’s birthday. But it is surely only a coincidence—even most well-educated New Yorkers wouldn’t have known the significance of this 17th-century September 11.









3. $24 Worth of Beads







Perhaps the most enduring story about early New York is its founding myth: In 1626, Dutch governor Peter Minuit bought Manhattan from the local Lenape tribe for $24 in assorted beads and trinkets. And, like many myths, it contains quite a bit of truth.


Between Henry Hudson’s arrival in 1609 [2] and Minuit’s purchase in 1626, Manhattan shifted from being nominal Dutch territory into an occupied colony. However, the earliest Dutch traders didn’t feel the need to settle on Manhattan. They would come, barter with the Lenape for valuable furs, and leave again. Then in 1620 everything changed, in part because of the Pilgrims.


The Pilgrims’ voyage to the New World, which started out from the Dutch city of Leiden, where they’d lived in exile, worried the fur traders. In the common Thanksgiving story, it’s usually left out that the Pilgrims weren’t en route to Massachusetts at all (which lay outside English territory) but instead had been granted the island at the northern limit of the Virginia colony: Manhattan. (Virginia’s claim to Manhattan was long-standing. When John Smith wrote to Henry Hudson about a northwest passage, it was because the river he was describing was part of Virginia.)


After a rocky start, where the Pilgrims were forced to abandon one of their two ships—perhaps because of sabotage by Dutch merchants—they continued on to the New World on the Mayflower, disembarking in Plymouth after a halfhearted attempt to sail farther south. When it became clear that the English settlers were not going to move to Manhattan, Dutch traders hurriedly began staking a firmer claim to their territory. In 1621, the Dutch West India Company was chartered by the Dutch government to regularize and promote trade in the New World. Then in 1624, the first full-time settlers arrived on the ships Eendracht (“Unity”) and Nieu Nederland (“New Netherland”). These first arrivals were mostly Walloons—Protestant refugees from modern-day Belgium—and they settled both on Nut Island (today Governors Island) at the mouth of the river and at the northern edge of Dutch territory, Fort Orange, site of present-day Albany.


[image: image]


Peter Minuit strikes the $24 deal for the island of Manhattan.


The captain of the Nieu Nederland, Cornelis Mey, became the de facto first governor of the new colony, which, like his ship, came to be known as New Netherland. (Mey is remembered today as namesake of Cape May, New Jersey.) In 1625, Willem Verhulst, the colony’s second leader, made the wise decision to move the settlers to the southern tip of Manhattan and to build a permanent fortification there, Fort Amsterdam, and to name the town New Amsterdam.


 


[image: image]Some also believe that it was Willem Verhulst who successfully negotiated the purchase of Manhattan—not his successor, Peter Minuit—but there is no evidence of this. Indeed, there is no evidence of the sale at all, as there is no longer any deed. In 1821, an official in The Hague, looking for more cabinet space, auctioned off a vast quantity of the Dutch West India Company’s papers. What we have is thirdhand: one letter survives, dated November 1626, from company official Peter Schagen in Amsterdam, relating the news he’d heard from a ship recently returned from the colony: “[T]hey have bought the island Manhattes1 from the wild men for the value of sixty guilders.”


In 1844, New York State historian John Romeyn Brodhead announced to the New-York Historical Society his discovery of this letter and it was Brodhead who converted 60 guilders into $24, a figure that has had remarkable traction. It is better, however, to think in terms of purchasing power: In 1626, 60 guilders would buy 2,400 tankards of beer—not exactly expensive, but certainly more than an average laborer would have in his pocket at any given time. On the other hand, if you were rich, it was a different story: 60 guilders was less than 4 percent of the fee Rembrandt would soon be paid to paint the famous Night Watch. The same was true in 1844 of $24. It was the equivalent of about two months’ salary for an average New Yorker. But, of course, Brodhead’s audience at the historical society was anything but average, and it likely seemed like small change to them.


The goods Minuit used in trade would certainly have been enumerated in the now-lost deed. To judge from contemporary documents, they would have been similar to what was paid for Staten Island: “Duffels [heavy cloth, as in a duffel bag], Kittles [kettles], Axes, Hoes, Wampum, Drilling Awls, Jews harps, and diverse other small wares.” The only item on that list remotely like a bead is wampum, the strings of shells that the natives valued as prestige items and that the Dutch ultimately adopted as their unit of basic currency. (The other currency in New Amsterdam, the beaver pelt, was worth about two guilders and thus too valuable for many day-to-day transactions—not to mention far too unwieldy for grocery shopping.)


By the time Schagen’s letter referencing the sale surfaced in the 1840s, it was commonly accepted that the Lenape had been swindled by the Dutch. Not, perhaps, because the Dutch were conniving by nature,2 but because the natives simply didn’t know any better. It assuaged the guilt of some whites to believe that the Lenape’s disappearance from New York wasn’t due to disease or European encroachment on their territory but instead because they were inherently inferior—that they were too simpleminded to know that they were giving up Manhattan for a worthless sum of shiny beads.


The Lenape have long had their defenders too. It’s reasonable to argue that since they had no concept of individual land ownership, they couldn’t really sell Manhattan in the first place. Likewise, some scholars believe there were no permanent Lenape settlements on the island (at least not in the parts used by the Dutch), which would mean that whoever transacted the sale with Minuit wasn’t a Manhattan resident. In this version of the story, the natives are the clever ones, selling land that people don’t live on and that can’t be owned in the first place.


It is impossible to know what truly happened at that bargaining table, but it seems likely that both sides were fully aware of the compact they were signing. The natives—whether they lived on Manhattan or not—extensively used the island for hunting and fishing; what they were ceding to the Dutch were certain land-use rights. Peter Minuit, in turn, must have understood that while the natives were allowing the Dutch to settle on the island and use the land, they were not simply going to clear off and disappear.


 


[image: image]It is also impossible to know where the bargain was struck, though people have tried for years. A plaque in Inwood Hill Park in Upper Manhattan—over 10 miles north of the New Amsterdam settlement—claims to mark the spot where the deal was done [see 1]. This might be true if Minuit was dealing with the particular community that was encamped there at the time, but it’s just as plausible that the Lenape went to where the Dutch lived, not the other way around. That would put the transaction someplace in Lower Manhattan. The corner of Whitehall and State is often cited for no good reason except that it would have been about the southernmost point on the island. (Today it stands opposite Peter Minuit Plaza, a forlorn little tract of land often swallowed up by construction equipment.)


[image: image]


The Netherlands Memorial Flagpole in Battery Park


A more fitting tribute to Minuit—and to the myth—stands nearby in Battery Park. The Netherlands Memorial Flagpole was erected in 1926 to mark the 300th anniversary of the sale. Here Minuit can be seen wearing his fancy buckled shoes and ruffed collar, forever caught in the act of handing over the $24 worth of beads to an anonymous Native American in a loincloth.











1. There was no accepted spelling of Manhattan in the colony’s earliest years: Manhattes, Manhattoes, Manna Hatta, and other variations are all seen in early records.


2. It was also commonly accepted that the Dutch had driven such a hard bargain because they were cheap. The pejorative expression “Dutch treat” still persists to remind people that supposedly a Dutchman will never pick up a check.









4. Peter Stuyvesant







In the 25 years following Peter Minuit’s purchase of Manhattan in 1626 [3], the colony transformed from a raw frontier trading post to a quaint Dutch town. (The earliest view of the city, drawn ca. 1651, shows the thriving small port town, with a fort, church, and stepped-gable houses.) New Netherland, as the entire colony was known, stretched all the way from modern-day Hartford, Connecticut, in the north to New Castle, Delaware, on the mouth of the Delaware River. But with the exception of Beverwijck (“beaver town”), on the site of present-day Albany, all the other communities were small Dutch farmsteads, trading outposts, or border fortifications. Manhattan was the colony’s true hub and a prosperous, small settlement.


Not that New Amsterdam hadn’t been without its troubles. Minuit’s successor, Sebastiaen Krol, was only around for a year. Then came Wouter van Twiller, best known for accumulating a small fortune in New Amsterdam property during his four years in charge. He was followed by Willem Kieft, whose disastrous relations with the natives led to Kieft’s War—two years of intermittent hostilities that claimed many lives and left the Dutch West India Company and New Amsterdam on the verge of falling apart.


Enter Peter Stuyvesant.


Stuyvesant began his career with the Dutch West India Company as a clerk and rose quickly. He had many admirable traits in the eyes of his superiors: he was a stern Calvinist with some university education and plenty of ambition. His first posting was as a company agent on the island of Pavonia, a remote outpost 300 miles off the coast of Brazil. In 1635, Stuyvesant was transferred to mainland Brazil and three years after that, he was commissioned to oversee the company’s interests in Curaçao.


[image: image]


The earliest known view of New Amsterdam (ca. 1651)


At the time, Curaçao was the company’s prized Caribbean possession. Its sheltered harbors provided protection for the Dutch privateers who attacked Spanish ships;1 Stuyvesant found Curaçao desolate and inhospitable, but it was a major step forward in his career. Soon, he was governor of Curaçao, Aruba, and Bonaire and in 1644, the Dutch government dispatched him on a military mission to retake the island of St. Maarten, which the Dutch had lost to the Spanish in 1633. Stuyvesant, however, was more of a businessman than a military leader, and his inexperience showed. The Spanish garrison on St. Maarten easily outgunned the Dutch, and on the first day of the siege a cannonball landed squarely on the governor’s right leg, crushing it below the knee.


He valiantly—or stupidly—continued his attack for nearly a month before finally retreating. Curaçao’s barber/surgeon removed the governor’s right leg below the knee and as soon as he could, Stuyvesant boarded a ship back to Amsterdam, where he was fitted with a wooden prosthesis. (It’s notable that other passengers—presumably healthier than the wounded Stuyvesant—died of various shipboard illnesses en route to the Netherlands; that Stuyvesant survived showed his remarkable physical constitution.)


[image: image]


The Stadt Huis (center) on Pearl Street


So, just as Kieft’s War was winding down in New Amsterdam, the Dutch West India Company suddenly had to figure out something do with Stuyvesant, their wounded war veteran. In 1646, it appointed him Kieft’s successor and a year later, he arrived in New Amsterdam. A later observer commented that when Stuyvesant disembarked from his ship, the Great Crow, he strutted around in front of the assembled crowd and promised them, “I will be a father to you all.”


Little did he, or they, know that he was also to be Manhattan’s last Dutch leader.











1. The Spanish and the Dutch had been at war since the Protestant Netherlands declared its independence from Catholic Spain in 1581.











5. The Stadt Huis and the City of New Amsterdam







The arrival of Peter Stuyvesant in 1647 [4] brought with it a relative return to prosperity and growth in New Amsterdam. While beaver pelts were still the Dutch West India Company’s main commodity, New Netherland boasted farmers, artisans, tavern keepers, shipwrights, bakers, and a host of other tradesmen (and tradeswomen). It also boasted some of the New World’s first slaves, many of them imported by the company from the Caribbean or directly from Africa in what was becoming one of the company’s most profitable industries.


However, the town was still a company town, and not everybody agreed with Stuyvesant’s single-minded way of running things, which included instituting a curfew, adding a second sermon on Sundays, and stepping up the penalties for serving beer on the Sabbath. Soon after he’d arrived, Stuyvesant had appointed a board of nine men to advise him; he didn’t have much interest in following the colonists’ advice, but knew the value of putting on a show. The board’s leader, Adriaen van der Donck,1 was a wealthy lawyer who owned a vast tract of land north of Manhattan.


Under Van der Donck’s direction, the board stopped giving Stuyvesant advice and instead proposed severing control of Manhattan from the company—and thus, from Stuyvesant. Seeking to quell this little rebellion, Stuyvesant stormed into the board’s headquarters and confiscated its notes and papers. For good measure, he had Van der Donck expelled from the board and refused to give back the documents.


Not surprisingly, this didn’t help Stuyvesant’s cause. New Amsterdam’s pastor began publicly preaching in favor of liberation from company control, and the board prepared a petition that Van der Donck personally delivered to the Netherlands. The petition outlined many reasons the colony was failing, including poor governance, a paucity of farmers, the general scarcity of goods, and what they felt was a growing superiority complex among the Native Americans with whom they traded.


Though Van der Donck made a compelling case, Stuyvesant ultimately prevailed, arguing that relinquishing company control would be ruinous. Then war broke out between England and the Netherlands [6], thus shifting everyone’s priorities. The Dutch government’s one concession was to grant the citizens of Manhattan a limited municipal government—with Stuyvesant at the helm. On February 2, 1653, New Amsterdam officially became the first legally chartered city in America.


What this meant in practical terms was that Stuyvesant would still rule, but he would be advised by a council of five schepens (aldermen), two burgomasters (chief magistrates), and a schout-fiscal (sheriff and district attorney)—all appointed by him. This body served as a civil court, ruling on everything from petty grievances to capital crimes. Lacking a proper place to meet, Stuyvesant granted them the use of the city-run tavern on Pearl Street, which was renamed the Stadt Huis (City Hall). In 1656, a special bell was added, which rang to signal the beginning of the court’s sessions.1


 


[image: image]In 1979, the lots facing Pearl Street between Broad Street and Coenties Slip were being developed for a skyscraper. Knowing the area was the site of the Stadt Huis and other early Dutch buildings, the city mandated an archaeological excavation, traces of which can still be seen today. While no remnants of the Stadt Huis were unearthed, the team did find the foundations of its neighbor, the Lovelace Tavern, a 1670 structure built during the administration of Francis Lovelace, the second English governor of New York [see 9], making the foundation stones on view at this site today some of the oldest remnants of European settlement on Manhattan.


Where the Stadt Huis would have stood there is an outline in the pavement in yellow brick. This modest square is all that is left of the beginnings of the political life of America’s greatest city.











1. Van der Donck wrote the most important firsthand description of the colony, A Description of New Netherland. He must have been quite a character—he was known as the johnkeer (“squire”) and his family farm came to be known as the Johnkeer’s, or as we call it today, Yonkers.


 2. Most important to the authors, in 1658, the Stadt Huis became the home of Johannes Nevius, James’s great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great grandfather, who was the last secretary of the city of New Amsterdam.













6. The Dutch Erect the Wall on Wall Street







Ever since New Amsterdam’s founding, the Dutch had been worried about attack. The first major building in the city was Fort Amsterdam, at the base of Broadway;1 its four bastions faced the East and Hudson rivers and it housed a garrison of soldiers supplied by the Dutch government. The company’s main concern was protecting the harbor—and, by extension, its shipping monopoly—from pirates and foreign invaders, primarily the Spanish and the English.


By 1652, relations between the Netherlands and England had soured to the point that these two Protestant allies were at war. This First Anglo-Dutch War was limited primarily to naval sorties in the North Sea, but the conflict had a global reach, and threatened to upset the political balance in the Far East, the Caribbean, and North America. When word of the war reached New Amsterdam, Peter Stuyvesant and the fledgling city government [5] hastily voted to build a wall.


The wall’s primary purpose was to protect the town from an overland invasion from the north. Stuyvesant envisioned English citizens from Connecticut—whose border with New Netherland was poorly defined and a source of contention—marching onto Manhattan and down the island to the city. In March 1653, funds were collected by public subscription to pay for a nine-foot-high wooden bulwark along the northern fringe of the settlement. The path in front of it was soon nicknamed “the wall street.” The palisade ran from river to river, from what today is the rear of the Trinity Church graveyard to the corner of Pearl Street. (Everything east and west of those spots is landfill.)


The wall had two major problems: it wasn’t needed and it didn’t work. The First Anglo-Dutch War didn’t spill over into the New World, and so New Amsterdam was spared attack. When the city was attacked two years later by Native Americans [8], the attackers simply walked around the wall.


[image: image]


The original wall on Wall Street


Despite persistent rumors to the contrary, no trace of Wall Street’s wall exists today beyond its name, known worldwide as the Financial District’s most famous street. The wall was torn down by the end of the 17th century, its wood used for other construction or kindling.


 


[image: image]Wall Street is just one of the many street names in Lower Manhattan that recalls the city’s Dutch history. Federal Hall National Memorial [18] sits at the corner of Wall and Nassau streets—Nassau being a territory controlled by William of Orange, founder of the modern Netherlands. When Nassau crosses Wall, it becomes Broad Street (not to be confused with Broadway). Broad Street is so wide because it was once the city’s canal, the Heere Gracht (“Gentlemen’s Canal”), built in the 1650s to remind people of home.


Stone Street, a few blocks south of Wall Street, was the first paved street in the Dutch city. (It runs behind the site of the Stadt Huis.) Mill Lane, which intersects Stone, led to the horse mill [see 7]. And Pearl Street, the commercial hub of New Amsterdam, was so-called because when the Dutch arrived they found it piled with oyster shells, the remains of centuries of Lenape fishing in the area. (American oysters don’t actually produce pearls; the street was really being named “Mother of Pearl” Street.)











1. This is where Bowling Green Park [13; 15] and the old U.S. Custom House [123] now stand.









7. Refugees: The First Jews in New Amsterdam







The first Jews came to New Amsterdam by mistake.


During the Inquisition, a number of Spanish and Portuguese Sephardic Jews had immigrated to the Netherlands to escape persecution. For the Dutch, accepting the Jews was a poke in the eye to Catholic Spain, and the Dutch were, on the whole, a tolerant people. The Jews settled into a comfortable—and mostly quiet—existence.


However, when the Dutch wrested control of northern Brazil from the Portuguese in 1630, about 600 Dutch Jews immigrated there. When Brazil returned to the Portuguese in 1654, these Jews decided, along with most of the rest of the Dutch population, to repatriate to the Netherlands. Sixteen ships were outfitted for the voyage. Fifteen made it back to Europe without trouble; the sixteenth was captured by Spanish pirates and hauled toward safe harbor in the Caribbean. The ship contained a small number of Christian families and 23 Jews.


Before the Spanish could reach their destination, they were set upon by a French privateer, the Saint Charles, which captured the vessel. The French captain, Jacques de la Motthe, told the captives he would gladly sail them to New Amsterdam for the fee of 2,500 guilders. Upon arrival in New Amsterdam in the late summer of 1654, Captain de la Motthe demanded his payment, but the Jews, pooling their funds, only managed to pay 933 guilders. An auction was held, and every piece of personal property the Jews owned was sold off—and still they owed nearly 500 guilders.


At the request of de la Motthe, New Amsterdam’s court [5] arrested two of the Jewish refugees and held them in jail as collateral. It was only when the sailors of the Saint Charles agreed to forgo their share of the payment that the situation was resolved. Penniless, homeless, and stuck in a strange and hostile foreign city, these few families must have been overwhelmed by their predicament.


Peter Stuyvesant [4] wasn’t pleased. He was worried that if he accepted Jews he’d be forced to accept everyone else, and he immediately appealed to the Dutch government to have the refugees forcibly removed from his island. To his dismay, the government refused, in part because too many Jewish guilders had financed the Dutch West India Company. Stuyvesant was told to let the Jews live in New Amsterdam, perhaps in a ghetto of their own.


Stuyvesant—always putting the company’s interests first—did what he could to ease the Jews into the life of Manhattan. To his credit, he realized that a ghetto was the last thing the small town needed, and the Jews rented, leased, and bought property throughout New Netherland. Stuyvesant also granted them space for a synagogue, the upstairs portion of the old horse mill on what is today South William Street. While some have pointed to this choice of venue as an example of Stuyvesant’s anti-Semitism, the space had a long history of religious use—when the first Protestant settlers arrived in New Amsterdam 30 years earlier, the mill doubled as the city’s first church.


No trace of the original mill exists, though tiny Mill Lane in the Financial District would have led to it. The congregation, however, is flourishing. Known as Shearith Israel, it worships from a beautiful Gilded Age synagogue on the Upper West Side.















8. The Peach War







Even as New Amsterdam expanded under Peter Stuyvesant’s tenure [4], its main export commodity remained beaver pelts, which were trapped almost exclusively by Native Americans. It is remarkable that relations with local tribes were so often hostile considering that natives were doing the important labor. During New Netherland’s tenure it had three outright wars with the local tribes: Kieft’s War; the Esopus War in the early 1660s;1 and the most famous of them all, the Peach War.


Peter Stuyvesant’s attitude toward the natives was a marked improvement over that of predecessor Willem Kieft. Established trading partnerships continued, clashes were few, and when they occurred, Stuyvesant attempted to deal one-on-one with the sachems (tribal leaders). He also tried to remove guns, ammunition, and liquor from the list of items the Dutch would trade with natives, but those mandates were heeded only sporadically.


In fact, Stuyvesant’s time wasn’t spent finessing relations with the natives, but instead with his English neighbors to the north and with the Swedes who—with the assistance of Peter Minuit [3]—established a colony in Dutch territory along the Delaware River. In September 1655, Stuyvesant mustered an expedition of soldiers and able-bodied male citizens to sail south to confront the fledgling Swedish colony there.


As soon as they were gone, the Peach War began.


Less a war than a terrorist attack, it was instigated by a coalition of natives from the Hudson River valley. They found a pretext for the attack when a colonist named Hendrick van Dyck, who had noticed a Native American woman stealing a peach from his orchard,2 grabbed his gun and shot her. However, she was not alone—somewhere between 200 and 1,000 natives had beached their canoes nearby (neatly bypassing the wall that had been built to keep out invaders [6]).


The next morning before dawn, the streets of New Amsterdam filled with Native Americans. They broke into houses, ostensibly looking for Van Dyck to exact revenge, and caused a good deal of property damage, but no serious injuries. When they found Van Dyck later in the day, they shot him with an arrow—though not fatally—and injured another man. They then departed into the Hudson River.


Had the story ended there, the events might have faded from New Amsterdam’s history. Instead, the natives headed for New Jersey, where a bloodbath began. One eyewitness wrote:




In a moment a house at Hoboken was on fire, and the whole of Pavonia3 was wrapt in flames. With the exception of Michel Jansen’s family, every man was killed, together with all the cattle. A large number of women and children were taken prisoners.





From there, the natives crossed the harbor to Staten Island, where a similar scene ensued around the property of prominent citizen Cornelis Melyn. In the end, somewhere between 40 and 100 colonists were dead4 and at least 100 people—mostly women and children—were prisoners. The amount of property and livestock destroyed was almost unbearable. Scores of citizens from surrounding communities came to Manhattan to take refuge in Fort Amsterdam.


Word of the massacre was sent overland to Peter Stuyvesant, who sped up his negotiations with the Swedes and returned home. The destruction he saw upon his return caused him to write later, “It will not be the same flourishing state for several years.”


Immediately, Stuyvesant vowed to do two things: strengthen the town’s fortifications, which were obviously useless, and secure the release of the prisoners. It became an arms-for-hostages situation, and Stuyvesant, unwilling to risk the lives of any of the colonists, ultimately gave in to the natives’ demands for gunpowder and ammunition. Not only did this earn the natives more munitions that they could have acquired on the black market, it showed the Dutch that Native Americans were still a force to be reckoned with. The colonization of New Netherland was less than three decades old and tentative in its success. The natives probably believed that an attack on the Dutch settlements around Manhattan would send settlers clamoring for return passage to the Netherlands. Indeed, if Stuyvesant hadn’t immediately forbidden any ships from weighing anchor, a large percentage of the town might indeed have fled in the wake of the attacks, as they had done during Kieft’s War a decade earlier. Had this happened, the Dutch West India Company could easily have decided to shut New Amsterdam down.


As it was, the history of New Amsterdam was already on a downward trajectory and though no one knew it at the time, less than ten years remained for the Dutch colony in America.













1. Esopus is in the vicinity of modern-day Kingston, New York.


2. Van Dyck’s orchard would have been near the present-day corner of Exchange Alley and Trinity Place.


3. In modern-day Jersey City.


4. Though there is no hard evidence, it is plausible that Adriaen van der Donck [5] was killed during the Peach War.









9. The Bloodless Coup: New Amsterdam Becomes New York







Throughout most of New Amsterdam’s existence, England had not been a particularly grave threat. Mired in civil war from 1642 to 1651 (and under Oliver Cromwell’s protectorate from 1653 to 1659), the English government barely had time to deal with its own colonists in Virginia and Massachusetts, let alone worry about a small Dutch port on the Hudson River.


However, the restoration of Charles II to the throne in 1660 changed that. The king’s ministers—notably his brother, James, Duke of York1—had great territorial plans for the New World, which included complete English control of the area from Boston to the Carolinas. Hostilities had flared in 1652 during the First Anglo-Dutch War [6], but New Amsterdam didn’t really begin to feel the pressure until 1664, when Captain John Scott from Southampton, Long Island, asked English citizens in New Netherland to proclaim him the president of Long Island, serving as a proxy for the Duke of York. For many, this was the first they knew that the duke had any designs on the area.


Despite having been sheltered in the Netherlands during Cromwell’s interregnum (or, perhaps, because of it), the duke had a very low opinion of the Dutch. In March 1664, his brother the king granted him a remarkable charter for most of New England, including Massachusetts, Rhode Island, Connecticut, and—most particularly—New Netherland. The duke not only wanted to annoy the Dutch, he wanted to disrupt Dutch shipping, specifically between New Netherland, the Caribbean, and the African (or “Guinea”) Coast. The duke was head of a syndicate called the Company of Royal Adventurers Trading into Africa (whose coinage, bearing his likeness, would soon come to be known as guineas) and the Dutch monopoly in African trading ports was hindering his ability to profit from slavery. If the taking of New Amsterdam could drive a stake into the heart of the Dutch West India Company, the duke would be delighted.


To conquer New Amsterdam, the duke dispatched Richard Nicolls, who had fought in the civil war and had, for his service, been elevated to the role of groom of the bedchamber (the knight in charge of dressing the duke). Nicolls was given four ships, approximately 600 soldiers, and instructions to keep New Amsterdam as intact as possible. He was, in effect, to treat the mission more like a hostile takeover by a rival corporation and less like a military attack.




Nicolls arrived in New Amsterdam in late August 1664. He came ashore at Gravesend, an English-dominated town in modern-day Brooklyn, where he was greeted by John Scott (the president of Long Island), Connecticut governor John Winthrop, and other English citizens. Nicolls sent Winthrop to negotiate with Stuyvesant, who was presented with a stark choice: (a) surrender, take an oath of allegiance to Charles II, and let everything else remain status quo, or (b) the English attack.


Stuyvesant, angry but pragmatic, chose option “a.” In 23 Articles of Capitulation, he extracted concessions from the English, including forbidding them from quartering soldiers in civilian homes, and making them promise to quit the island if word arrived from Europe that the Dutch had won it back.


On September 8, 1664, with great pomp, Peter Stuyvesant and the Dutch garrison marched out of Fort Amsterdam and the flag of the Dutch West India Company was lowered for the last time. By nightfall, the cross of St. George was in its place and the town had a new name: New York, in honor of the duke, its new patron.











1. James would later become King James II.









10. Peter Stuyvesant’s Final Days on the Bowery







In its first years, the changeover from New Amsterdam to New York [9] had remarkably minimal effect on the day-to-day operations of the city. In 1665, the official language of government switched from Dutch to English, and Governor Richard Nicolls reneged on his promise not to quarter troops, but the rhythms of daily life continued. Most important, there was not a mass exodus of Dutch immigrants back to the Netherlands. Even Peter Stuyvesant stayed behind. Though he was recalled to Amsterdam to explain why he’d so swiftly capitulated to the English, he eventually returned and settled into his retirement on his farm. Known as Bowery No. 1, it was one of six large farms originally established by the company. (Bowery is simply the English corruption of bouwerij, the Dutch word for “farm.”) Stuyvesant purchased the northernmost of these farms in 1651, soon after his arrival as governor [4], so that his wife and small children would not have to live full-time in the crowded city. No one knows precisely where the farmhouse stood, but it would have been within walking distance of his private chapel, which was erected in 1660 on what is today the corner of East 10th Street and Second Avenue. The chapel became the final resting place of Peter Stuyvesant when he died on the farm in February 1672.


[image: image]


Peter Stuyvesant




A century later, when the farmhouse burned down, the chapel was donated by Stuyvesant’s family to Trinity Church, Wall Street [11]. This was a sure sign that the religion of the Dutch (called the Reformed Church) had ceded its precedence to the religion of the English. Trinity tore down the old Dutch chapel and built St. Mark’s in the Bowery in its place, preserving Peter Stuyvesant’s grave, which is now marked with a stone slab that reads “In this Vault lies buried/PETRUS STUYVESANT/late Captain General and Governor in Chief of Amsterdam/in New Netherland and now called New York/and the Dutch West India Islands died in AD1672/aged 80 years.”


There is one error here. The stone promotes the idea—widespread in the 19th century—that the governor would have been about 55 years old when he took over the colony in 1647 and thus 80 when he died. However, compelling evidence places his birth in 1612, meaning he was just 35 years old when he arrived in Manhattan—and just 60 years old when he died, which is more in keeping with life spans of the day. He must have seemed particularly obnoxious to his elders when he first stepped ashore in 1647 and proclaimed, “I will be a father to you all.”


 


[image: image]A handful of other commemorations of Stuyvesant are scattered across the area that would have been his original farm. The most famous are the names of the roads that led to it, the Bowery and Stuyvesant Street. The Bowery today runs from Chatham Square to Astor Place, but what is now called Park Row (near City Hall) was part of the original Bowery Lane too. In Stuyvesant’s day, a spur road would have connected the Bowery to the farm. The section of this road that remains is called Stuyvesant Street, which runs at an odd diagonal to the surrounding street grid, and was likely part of a much older Lenape trail that cut through the island here [1].


[image: image]


Stuyvesant’s pear tree


In St. Mark’s churchyard, near Stuyvesant’s grave, there is a portrait bust of the governor; it must hold some sort of record for the most text in the smallest font on a plaque. A few blocks up Second Avenue at Stuyvesant Square is a full-height statue of the governor done by Gertrude Vanderbilt Whitney, who is more famous for her eponymous museum. And a little bit farther north at what was the swampy, northern border of the property, sits elegant Gramercy Park [40].


But perhaps the most intriguing reminder of Stuyvesant’s farm sits on the corner of Third Avenue and 13th Street. In the 1650s, Stuyvesant (or, more likely, one of his slaves) planted a pear tree here that continued to bear fruit until 1867, when it was felled in a wagon accident. (Just five years earlier, Harper’s Monthly had called it the “oldest living thing in New York City,” though it obviously didn’t know about the Hangman’s Elm [35].)


In 2003, Kiehl’s, the venerable drugstore that has operated at that location since 1851, when the original tree was still in place, replanted a pear tree, and a couple of years later reinstalled the historical marker dedicated by the Holland Society. Inside, you can now buy soaps adorned with the image of the original tree.















11. Trinity Church and the Widow Bogardus’s Farm







Arguably the first great change in New York under English rule was the expansion of religious freedom. The famously tolerant Dutch were only tolerant of non-Calvinist religions if they were practiced in secret, with the notable exception of New Amsterdam’s Jews [7]. After the English takeover in 1664 [9], Lutheran, Methodist, and Baptist congregations soon established themselves. However, within a generation the most powerful church in town was Anglican, the official state religion.


In 1696, the first Anglican parish, Trinity, leased the city’s burial ground at the rate of one peppercorn per year.1 A year later, the church received its royal charter from William III and from that point forward only church members could be buried in the churchyard. Not coincidentally, this was the same time that a separate “Negroes Burial Ground” was established outside the city [12; 178].


[image: image]


The original Trinity Church, Wall Street (built 1698 and enlarged in 1737)


The original church, a simple stone and wood building, was erected in 1698 with both financial and material help from one of its richest congregants, Captain William Kidd, who just three years later would be hanged in London for piracy. Trinity quickly prospered. Six years after its construction, Queen Anne gave the parish an additional 215 acres of the crown’s land, stretching from Wall Street north to the village of Greenwich [30]. Sixty-two of these acres had been once owned by a prominent Dutch colonist named Anneke Bogardus, the widow of one of the pastors of the Dutch church. In 1671, five of the Widow Bogardus’s six heirs conveyed the land to the crown, which, in turn, conveyed it to Trinity in 1705. The story should have ended there, but it didn’t take long for some descendants of Anneke Bogardus to realize that Trinity was holding the most valuable real estate in the city—and it had once been their land. And, since one of the widow’s descendants, Cornelis Bogardus, hadn’t officially transferred his one-sixth claim in the property to the crown, perhaps there could be legal redress.


Over the next 150 years, the number of claimants—and the sheer audacity of their claims—multiplied. Each time, the courts ruled decisively in Trinity’s favor, but that didn’t stop other people from rushing to prove their connection to the Widow Bogardus and her land. And, just as people were beginning to lose interest, someone dreamed up the idea that Anneke was actually the illegitimate daughter of William of Orange, founder of the Netherlands, and thus a princess, which only intensified the clamor for the land. (Meanwhile, the claimants now wanted more than Cornelis Bogardus’s one-sixth claim to the original property; in their minds, they were now owners of all of Trinity Church’s vast holdings.)


Considering Trinity’s 19th-century prominence and wealth [44], it isn’t surprising that there were so many lawsuits. Even today, while Trinity has sold off much of its original royal grant, the church still owns real estate with annual rent rolls in the tens of millions of dollars. This makes it the wealthiest church in New York—and probably the single wealthiest individual parish in the world.


The original Trinity building is gone, burned in the fire that broke out during the Revolution [16]. However, there are still visible headstones in the churchyard that date back to the parish’s founding. There is even a stone dated 1681, when the yard was still a municipal graveyard, making it one of the only remnants from the heart of the old English colonial city.











1. Nearby Bowling Green Park [13; 15], was also rented from the colony for a peppercorn per year.









12. The Alleged Slave Rebellion of 1741







By 1741, New York boasted a growing economic prominence, an ideal location for shipping goods from Europe, the south, and the Caribbean, and a population of nearly 10,000 people. Approximately one in five of those 10,000 New Yorkers was an enslaved African, most of them house servants or manual laborers. New York was well known for having the most heterogeneous population in America and most of the time, its various national, ethnic, and religions groups got along. However, one observer did call it “too great a mixture of nations,” and by 1741, tensions—in particular between slaves and their owners—had reached a crisis point in the small city.


Slavery was not new to New York. The first enslaved men and women had been imported by the Dutch in 1626 and by the end of its life span, the Dutch West India Company’s only profitable enterprise was its slave trade. The number of enslaved Africans in New York slowly but steadily increased during the British period, many of them coming as payment from merchants in the Caribbean who wanted to off-load workers who could no longer handle the strain of the sugar plantations. Some owners rented out their slaves for contract work; many others were sent to work on the docks. Those who had skilled trades often plied them, so that New York had enslaved Africans working as butchers, carpenters, and tailors, which gave them a small measure of autonomy. However, a series of laws in the early 18th century sought to curb what few freedoms the Africans enjoyed. A 1705 law expressly outlawed freeing a slave who’d converted to Christianity; in 1712, freed slaves were enjoined from purchasing land.


The first major effort by New York’s Africans to organize against their white owners had come in April 1712, when a group of about 25 slaves set fire to an outhouse. When whites came to extinguish the fire, they were ambushed and in the ensuing melee nine whites were killed. The arsonists were eventually captured and eighteen of them were put to death. To quell further rioting, more laws were enacted. In 1697, Trinity Church’s acquisition of the city graveyard [11] had pushed the Negroes Burial Ground [178] to the swampy area outside the city limits. In 1731, the city banned nighttime funerals and forbade more than twelve people from attending a burial for fear that any more people than that could be the pretext for a plot.


With this unease as a backdrop, it isn’t surprising that when a fire broke out in Fort George [see 13] on March 18, 1741, some people immediately blamed the black population. (Others, citing repairs going on at the governor’s house at the time, pointed to the hot coals and a soldering iron.) Then, less than a week later, Peter Warren’s house caught fire; three days after that, two more fires started, and the following Monday brought four more fires. Surely these all couldn’t be caused by accident—it seemed clear that someone was trying to burn the city down. An African named Cuffee was seen running away from the scene of a fire at his owner’s warehouse and was promptly arrested. Over the next four months, New York Supreme Court justice Daniel Horsmanden would preside over an investigation into the conspiracy to burn the city, an inquiry filled with bribed witnesses, recanted and contradictory testimony, and the arrests of a large portion of the city’s black male population. Details of the conspiracy, mostly based on the unreliable testimony of Mary Burton, the Irish indentured servant of white tavern keeper John Hughson, revealed that Hughson had conspired with the slaves in a vast plot to install himself as king of New York and a slave named Caesar as governor.


By the time the trials were over, 17 black people had been hanged and 13 burned at the stake, to the delight of onlookers. Some that were hanged were then gibbeted near the Collect Pond [22] to serve as a warning to others. Over 80 people were banished from the colony. And, when it began to seem as if the conspiracy was just too vast to have been masterminded by the city’s enslaved population, a white man named John Ury was accused of being the plot’s ringleader. He was convicted of being a Roman Catholic priest in disguise who hoped to ultimately deliver the city into the hands of Britain’s great rival, the Spanish. He was hanged in August 1741.


Historian Jill Lepore examined the events of 1741 in New York Burning, concluding that without unbiased evidence it is difficult today to determine if any conspiracy ever existed. Certainly there was no plot to use the city’s black population to win the city for Catholic Spain, but it is plausible that one or more of the fires was set by enslaved Africans who were hoping to inflict harm on white New York the only way they could. What is definitely true is that many black New Yorkers were killed who had committed no crime. The fires did have the short-term effect of reducing the city’s enslaved population, and fewer Africans were brought to the city in the years after 1741 than in the previous decades. Yet slavery remained a big part of life in New York. By 1799, when New York began the gradual manumission of slavery, it had become the second-largest slaveholding city in the nation. New York State enacted emancipation in 1827, the second-to-last Northern state to do so.















13. Bowling Green Park and the Stamp Act Protests







For years, the land in front of Fort Amsterdam (renamed Fort James by the English, and later Fort George) had been the city’s main public gathering spot. As the city gradually anglicized in the 18th century, the fashionable English sport of lawn bowling—similar to Italian bocce—became all the rage in New York; on March 12, 1733, the city’s Common Council authorized the enclosure of the area in front of the fort as a Bowling Green “for the Beauty & Ornament of the said street as well as for the Recreation and Delight of the Inhabitants of the City.” The lease was to last for ten years and—similar to nearby Trinity Church—was for “a yearly Rent of one pepper Corne”1 paid by the people to the city.


It’s worth noting that when the lease on the Bowling Green was renewed in 1741 (only eight years into the ten-year lease, but who’s counting), the rent had been upped to 20 shillings a year, about four times as much as was standard for a half-acre of land. However, it seems that soon the green was abandoned by the bowlers and returned to its original function as de facto town square.


Though the small park would see the most important day in its history in 1776 [15], it got its first taste of revolution in 1765 during New York’s protest against the Stamp Act.


The Stamp Act, passed in March 1765, hoped to defray some of the costs of the French and Indian War (1754–63) by taxing colonial documents, which included everything from newspapers to contracts to playing cards. Such taxes had been common in Britain since the 17th century, but it was the first time the crown had attempted to impose them on the colonists. Political leaders in New York, Boston, and Philadelphia, the three largest mercantile centers in the colonies, drew up strongly worded condemnations of the act. (New York’s most notable contribution to the effort was to coin the phrase “taxation without representation.”)


On the evening of November 1, the day the act was to have taken effect, a newly organized group calling themselves the Sons of Liberty liberated a battery of cannon near the waterfront (today’s Battery Park) and set them up in front of Fort George. Inside the fort was the supply of tax stamps and the colony’s acting governor, Cadwallader Colden. As Colden watched from the ramparts, the picket fence that surrounded the Bowling Green was torn down, a bonfire built, and an effigy of the governor thrown on top. Then, to add financial injury to that insult, the crowd broke into Colden’s stable, stole his sleigh, and threw it into the fire too. Satisfied that their point was made, the mob withdrew. Two weeks later, Colden’s replacement arrived from Britain and agreed to indefinitely suspend the Stamp Act; then, in early 1766, the act itself was abolished by Parliament.


[image: image]


St. Paul’s Chapel


In many ways, this quelled some of New York’s revolutionary fervor. In Boston, the next 10 years were marked by an ever-growing sentiment toward independence and war with Great Britain. In New York, by contrast, the grateful citizens ordered a grandiose statue of George III and went back to business.











1. No spices ever changed hands: this yearly rent of one peppercorn was included to make the contract enforceable. (It distinguished between a leasehold and a freehold.) Thus, the lessees would be given the freedom to bowl on the green, but it was still the King’s green.









14. St. Paul’s Chapel, the Country Church







In 1766, Trinity Church, Wall Street [11], finished construction on its first chapel, St. Paul’s, at the corner of Church and Partition streets.1 Known as a “chapel-of-ease,” it was designed for people who lived north of the city and couldn’t as easily reach the “mother” church, Trinity. Built in simple Georgian style, St. Paul’s was constructed of schist, Manhattan’s local stone [see 1] and featured a high altar designed by young architect Pierre L’Enfant, who would go on to plan Washington, D.C. Though many visitors now enter from the teeming Broadway side, this was originally the back door; the chapel actually faced its churchyard, which in turn faced the eponymous Church Street. The portico on the Broadway side and the bell tower are later additions to what would have been, when it opened, a typically plain church, similar in style to St. Mark’s in the Bowery [10].




Trinity Church and St. Paul’s Chapel are less than a third of a mile apart, and today it seems strange to have built a chapel designed for people who live in the countryside only five blocks away from the city church. But, of course, there was something else at work. St. Paul’s may have been ostensibly the “country” church, but it was also the less expensive church. Well into the 20th century, most parishes—regardless of denomination—charged pew rent to all congregants. (The exceptions were the few “free” churches, many of which still bear that description today [see 36].) In theory, the amount of rent paid was not supposed to directly correlate to how far forward a family’s pew was situated, but in practice that is exactly what happened, with New York’s most fashionable names paying the highest rents to sit in the front rows at Trinity.


This makes it likely that St. Paul’s Chapel was built not because people in the country couldn’t reach Trinity, but rather because they couldn’t afford it. Going to St. Paul’s must have seemed quite down-market: the area around the chapel, despite being part of Trinity’s land holdings, was the city’s red-light district. Thus, once the chapel was built, the red-light district came to be known as Holy Ground.













1. Partition Street is now Fulton Street, named after the engineer of the first viable commercial steamboat [24].











15. The Revolution Comes to New York







Bowling Green Park is the site of New York’s most symbolically potent moment of the War of Independence—the toppling of the grand equestrian statue of George III.


The statue was commissioned in 1766 from British sculptor Joseph Wilton to commemorate the repeal of the dreaded Stamp Act [13], a law New Yorkers saw as an undue restraint on trade. Wilton modeled his work on a famous statue of Emperor Marcus Aurelius in Rome, placing George III on horseback, his head enshrouded with a laurel wreath. In 1770, the 4,000-pound, gilded lead statue was erected, and about a year later an iron fence was added to keep the green from becoming a “Recepticle of all the filth & dirt of the Neighbourhood” (“filth and dirt” perhaps being an entendre for the rabble-rousing Sons of Liberty). Despite the fence, worries of vandalism persisted, and in 1773, a law was passed to prevent graffiti and other desecration.


[image: image]


Fanciful depictions of the felling of George III’s statue in Bowling Green were typical in 19th-century illustrations. This one doesn’t even have the king on his horse.


But neither the fence nor the law proved much of a deterrent on July 9, 1776.


In April 1776, having driven the British out of Boston, George Washington had hurriedly moved the Continental Army to New York, reasoning that this was Britain’s next place of attack. For four months, the Americans waited for the British to arrive. Then, on the evening of July 9, at the Commons, where City Hall stands today [26], the Declaration of Independence was read to New Yorkers for the first time. Led by the Sons of Liberty, civilians and Continental Army soldiers rushed to Bowling Green. They surrounded the statue, attached ropes, and toppled it. They then decapitated the king—surely an act of treason—broke his nose (literally cutting it off to spite his face) and carried the head around for all to see.
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