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Historical Notes






The Atlas Maior, printed by the Blaeu printing house, was the largest and most expensive publication of the seventeenth century.


The Dutch East India Company (Vereenigde Oostindische Compagnie) is generally referred to as the VOC. The Dutch West India Company (West-Indische Compagnie) is referred to as the WIC.
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Prologue






Amsterdam


June 1699


Anneke


If he had known how it would end, my father would have struck the paintbrush from my young hand. Even so, my mother would have quietly retrieved it, saying she was teaching my brother and me a useful skill. What she would not have said was that the income she made from map coloring allowed us to live a more comfortable life, concealing the fact that my father was not as successful an artist as our circumstances might imply.


The coloring meant different things to each of us. To my mother, it was not only a chore that she carried out as part of her housewifely duties. It also allowed her to, in some small way, take part in the artistic world to which she had aspired. To my brother, it was a spark for his imagination. Where were these places that we so tirelessly transformed? What kind of people lived there?


For me, the task itself was sheer joy. The colors, the beauty I could create, insured that I never resented the work asked of me. I even dreamed of drawing my own maps. This desire would come into play in the unraveling of our lives, but I embraced it, and with it, all that was to come.
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Chapter 1






1646


Every night before drifting off to dream, Anneke and Lucas prayed, snuggled into their box bed, and listened to their father’s tales of Africa. Sometimes he spoke of the different peoples his group had come across and of the houses on stilts he had seen. Sometimes he spoke of the heat and the quick, heavy rain. Sometimes he spoke of the terrain, difficult and beautiful. Then he would stop speaking, as though he were there again, and the children often wondered whether he wished himself back in those lands, so different from their home of Holland with its dikes and windmills in a never-ending battle to keep the sea at bay.


When Anneke and Lucas asked him to describe the food, he always spoke of the fruit: bananas, coconuts, melons, and tamarinds.


“It is not just the taste, my children, but the feel of them in your mouth.”


“And what is that like, Papa?” they would always ask.


“Like the cool of the night and the warmth of the sun. Like biting into everything sweet in life.” Anneke would whisper to herself, “tamarind,” and she felt those sensations within the beauty of the word.


“But what do they really taste like, Papa? Name something we have that is like them,” seven-year-old Lucas would insist, and his sister, all of a year older, would roll her eyes. But the only answer Isaac ever gave his son was, “Like nothing you have ever eaten.”


Most of all, the children loved to hear of the strange beasts. There were large cats with spotted coats that ran faster than any horse, and those that seemed a strange breed of horse with black-and-white stripes.


“There are mysterious enormous creatures with long tubes connected to their heads where one would expect a nose to be!” their father would say, and the children would gleefully cry out, “But that is just an elephant, Papa—an elephant with a trunk!”


“Just an elephant!” he would say. “But you cannot imagine what it is like to see one.”


“We’ve seen pictures, Papa. You’ve even drawn pictures for us.”


“So I have, children,” he would say, and his mind would wander to the suspicion he always felt that his drawings might not accurately portray things he held only in his memory.


“Still,” he would continue, “you cannot imagine how thrilling it is to see a real elephant! Before you were born, before I went to Africa, there was a real elephant brought to Amsterdam. Her name was Hansken. The great artist Rembrandt van Rijn himself made many drawings of her, so fascinating did he find her. She was brought from Ceylon and so was a bit different from the elephants I saw in Africa. Even having seen her, I was not prepared for the first time we came across elephants, some using their trunk to pull branches from the trees to feed themselves, some taking up water with their trunk to drink. These elephants were larger than Hansken, with much bigger ears, and they had huge curved tusks coming from their mouths.”


“Were you frightened, Papa?” Anneke always asked, though he had answered her many times.


“No, sweet one. I wasn’t, but I don’t know why.”


The children were vaguely aware that there was a hint of obsession in their father’s tales, though they would not have known how to name it. They had been very young when their father had left them and their mother, Lysbeth, for Africa. He had been part of the 1642 expedition when Jan van Herder had gone to meet with the king of Congo, Nkanga a Lukeni, called Garcia II by the Portuguese. They had gone to Mbanza Congo, called San Salvador. When his mission there was completed, van Herder had pushed his group further, and they had traveled inland to the river Kwango, proceeding in a northeasterly direction.


It had been like a new world opening to Isaac. Everywhere there were wonders, and sometimes terrors. His task had been to make sketches of the land and of the animals and of the peoples. And he had done so at a frenzied pace for weeks on end. There was so much to see and record, and Isaac wondered how God had created lands so different from all he had known that they seemed not to belong to the same world at all. Isaac had used his talents to record all that he could. He wanted his countrymen to see what he had seen. But he also wanted more. He wanted to be recognized for what he would bring home. He wanted to be accepted as an artist, and perhaps even to be respected by the scholars of the day. He, who had come from a humble background, longed for this. Perhaps he could gain fame.


Fate would not have it so, however, and he consoled himself that it must not have been God’s will. On the ship’s journey home, they were caught in a storm. Isaac had brought his satchel with all of his drawings onto the deck when he had gone up to sketch some of the sailors. The storm approached quickly, and he ran to help the seamen as best he could. After the storm, he searched for the bag everywhere, but his efforts were fruitless. Abandoned, it must have been swept overboard.


When he went below deck to the area he shared with some of the other skilled men, there were papers scattered on the floor near his hammock. Picking one up, he saw that it was a page of the copious notes he had written about the land itself. They must have fallen from his satchel when he had gone on deck before the storm and so were saved from oblivion. So distraught was he at the loss of his drawings that he barely looked at the pages he gathered up. He guarded them for the rest of the journey, but gone were his dreams of glory. Who now would know the name of Isaac van Brug?
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Chapter 2






July 1652


As did so many in the city, Isaac and Lysbeth worked in their home. Isaac did his paintings, and Lysbeth colored maps. Like most colorists, she worked anonymously. No buyer would know whose hand had applied the hues that brought a map to life.


From the time their children were very young, Lysbeth and Isaac had believed that they should be educated. Isaac had especially insisted that this should be the case for Lucas, and Lysbeth had adamantly argued that Anneke should not be left behind. Lysbeth’s coloring helped to pay for better schools so the children would become proficient at reading and writing, and even learn mathematics. For their part, the children did well in their studies and enjoyed their lessons.


When Anneke and Lucas reached the ages of fourteen and thirteen, Lysbeth decided that she would add more to their education by teaching them to color. She explained which colors to use on each part of the map. Yellow and occasionally crimson defined the outline of the map. Roadways were red and white, or yellow shadowed with burnt umber. Red or yellow, or sometimes green, marked the borders of places. Lysbeth’s plan was to get Anneke and Lucas to such a skill level that they could do the basics and she could devote herself to the more elaborate, and more satisfying, decorations found on most maps: cartouches, scrollwork, botanicals, gargoyles, costumed figures, scenery, the compass rose. In this way, they would increase the family’s income and security, for one never knew what the future might bring.


At first, Lysbeth drew simple maps for Anneke and Lucas to color. Sometimes she would copy the major parts of a map that she was working on, but more often she would draw a map of a fantastical place: the land of the green men, the land of the purple cows, the land of the giant trees, the land of magical creatures. Though Anneke and Lucas sometimes felt that their mother thought of them still as young children to be amused in this way, they happily forgave her this common mother’s error, and the tedium of the work was eased for all three of them. Anneke and Lucas would ask their mother to draw decorative elements that went with the names of the places, and sometimes they suggested imaginary places.


“Draw the land of the eels, Mama,” Lucas would say, and they would all laugh since Lysbeth had a particular aversion to eels and would never cook them.


“You know that they live in water anyway, Lucas,” she would say, and he would reply that she could draw a map of the sea.


“How about a map of the land of handsome men, Mama,” Anneke would ask, and their mother would raise her eyebrows, smile, and set to work.


When Lysbeth thought it was time to practice on real maps, she spoke to the pressman at the printshop. Might she have some maps that had to be discarded, perhaps some that had been wrinkled in the press? They were just for practice for someone she was teaching to color, she assured him, and she would destroy them once they had served their purpose. She was rewarded with several prints of a map of Portugal.


Anneke and Lucas hovered next to her when she unfurled the defective maps, as though she were revealing a treasure. Following their mother’s lead, Anneke and Lucas began by covering the hills of Portugal with a thin layer of tincture of myrrh. For the woods, every tree was marked with a fine pencil dipped in grass green, made of copper green tempered with gamboge. As they worked, Lysbeth praised or gently guided her children, reminding them to mimic her work as closely as they could.


They painted the names of the cities and towns in red to make them stand out. When that was dry, they worked on the border of a province, again using the green, making sure the paint was no thicker in one spot than in another. To refine the line, when the paint was almost dry, they took a clean pencil dipped in water and went around the line again, until giving the illusion that it grew fainter at the edges. Then they repeated the process with another province, this one yellow, and the next a crimson made from cochineal.


When Lysbeth compared the three completed maps, she found that each was slightly different. “We will begin again, children. Yours must look the same as mine. There is a required uniformity to this work.”


“But you didn’t color everything according to the general guidelines you had told us before, Mama,” Anneke protested.


“That is true, child, but each map is unique. You will learn what is called for with more practice.”


“Will we never be able to use our own ideas, Mama?” the girl persisted.


“You have just started, Anneke! How can you even have notions of your own? Perhaps someday you will have the wisdom and freedom to stray a bit from the usual color schemes, but for now, you must learn to do exactly what is expected.” Then, turning to her son, she said, “What do you say, Lucas? How do you feel about coloring your first real map?”


“Where is Portugal, Mama? I would like to go to Portugal,” Lucas responded. His mother noted both that he had not answered the question and that he was anxious to leave her for a place totally unknown to him.


“Perhaps someday you will venture out, Lucas. For now, let us try again.” With that, Anneke and Lucas turned to the paints that Lysbeth had prepared. There would be no income from their use this day, but she told herself that she was investing in their future.


They practiced thus for several months, some days passing more pleasantly than others. At times, the discipline required to sit working for hours after they returned from school caused Lucas to complain, and Anneke’s patience with the standard color scheme waned. But the atmosphere was never greatly tainted by these protests, and for the most part, concentrating on a common task seemed to bring the three closer together.


After six months of practice, Lysbeth deemed her students ready and got up the courage to speak to Heer Alders at Blaeu’s printing house, whose maps she painted. She told him what she had been doing and held her breath until he asked, “Why are you telling me this, Vrouw Plettenburg?”


“Because I would like to start them on coloring maps for the House of Blaeu, Heer Alders.” She had hoped that her value as a colorist would weigh in her favor in this request, but she was just about to look down and admit that her idea was unreasonable when Alders replied. “Very well. You may begin them on some simple maps for which they can do just the basic, prescribed coloring, and which we sell to those who can afford no better.”


“Thank you, Heer Alders!” Lysbeth said, smiling while he informed his assistant of the new plan.


Over the next year, Lysbeth became ever more aware that each of her children was developing a particular style, and so she decided that it would be more satisfying, and in fact more efficient, for each to work on a project from start to finish. This precluded any disagreements on how to proceed, for under her tutelage, Anneke and Lucas had gained confidence enough to sometimes question their mother’s plan, though they did not stray far enough that she needed to correct them. If they did their own maps, the work would feel more integrated in its presentation, though few others would have the sensibility to discern this.


Lysbeth noticed that while Anneke gave meticulous attention to all parts of the map, she excelled at coloring the decorative elements, whether it was scrollwork, plants, animals, human figures, or buildings. After a time, she began to use colors other than the conventional ones for the map itself, choosing hues to match the scheme of the embellishments.


Lysbeth feared that Anneke’s fanciful plans risked her work being rejected, and each time it was not, Lysbeth questioned her own technique. Still, she told herself that she, too, incorporated artistry into her work. After all, she believed that she could have been an artist in her own right if she had ever been given formal training. She looked at her husband’s creations and felt that she could at least have equaled his efforts, although she loyally kept these thoughts to herself.


Even though Isaac did sell some paintings and was a member of the St. Luke’s Guild for painters, his work was not admired enough to attract any apprentices, who would not only have paid a fee but also helped with tasks such as preparing the canvases and mixing the paints, eventually working on the simpler parts of a painting which the master would then finish. This extra income and aid to efficiency were what allowed other artists to earn more than Isaac ever could.


The family could have survived on what Isaac earned, but Lysbeth wanted the comfort and security that the coloring allowed them. She knew that Isaac held himself the true artist of the family, and he poorly concealed the disdain he felt for the efforts of his wife and children. However, the extra income gave people the impression that Isaac was more successful than he was. This result, he did not disdain.
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Chapter 3






January 1655


As his family labored over their maps and colors one dreary afternoon, with less light than they might desire, Isaac interrupted them.


“I have an announcement.” Lysbeth and Lucas immediately looked up from their tasks, Lysbeth from care for her husband and Lucas happy to take a break from work that to him had become tedious. Anneke, however, was so immersed in her map that her mother nudged her to get her attention, and it was clear that she only reluctantly raised her head. Noticing for the first time that her father had entered the room, she said, “Oh, hello, Papa.” They all indulgently smiled, accustomed to Anneke’s ability to shut out the world around her.


“As I was saying,” Isaac continued, “I have an announcement.”


“Yes, husband, and what is that?”


“I have decided that Lucas will go to the cartography school in Leiden to be trained as a surveyor and mapmaker. Thanks to the sacrifices we have made to give the children a good education, I feel that he will succeed. One of my patrons has been kind enough to see to it that he will find a place there, and I believe that it would be a reliable and respectable way to make a living.” Having uttered the few sentences he had prepared, Isaac waited to see how his family, especially his wife, would react to this news.


“Oh, and which patron is that, dear husband? Did he come up with this suggestion on his own?”


“The patron is Heer Leendert. You may recall that he was pleased with the painting I did of his small country holding. When I told him of Lucas’s interest in maps, he mentioned an acquaintance who teaches at the school, and things progressed from there.”


“My interest in maps? My only interest in maps is that I wish to visit the places they portray. Why would I wish to draw them? After two years of coloring, I have had my fill of sitting before a table with a representation I care nothing about,” Lucas dared to respond.


“Lucas!” his mother said. “We owe much to the maps we color!”


“This could be your chance to travel, Lucas, as you’ve always wanted to do, though Mama and I would miss you in the workroom,” Anneke put in.


“Yes! Perhaps you could be taken on by the VOC or the WIC as a cartographer. You could learn to survey and to make valuable contributions to what is known of the world!” Isaac added.


“I do not know that the mapmakers always do the traveling,” Lysbeth quietly said. “They are often just going by observations done by those who have explored the areas. Is this, husband, your real desire, that Lucas will create a map from your notes on Africa?”


“And if it is, what of it? There is no shame in a son being of service to his father.”


But Lucas had heard the word “survey” and knew that this would at least enable him to forsake the confines of this room.


“I would be happy to study, Mama! I think I would do well with surveying. Even if I didn’t get to travel for it, I could surely get a job with one of the waterschappen.”


“That’s right,” Isaac said, embracing this newfound enthusiasm in his son. “The water boards always need accurate measurements.”


Lysbeth realized that she could not oppose both her husband and her son, and even Anneke seemed willing to have Lucas leave them. In truth, it was good to see Lucas excited about something. For a long time, she had seen his unhappiness but knew not how to address it.


“Very well, if you are set upon this. But surely there must be fees to be paid at the school.”


“I would be willing to do extra coloring, Mama, to help give Lucas this chance!”


“That is good of you, daughter, but neither of us could do enough to compensate for both the loss of Lucas’s pay and the extra cost of schooling and living in another city. I have heard that there are also such classes here in Amsterdam.”


“But, Mama, I want to go to Leiden!” Lucas proclaimed.


“What we want and what is possible are not always one,” Lysbeth said. “You are well past the age of having learned that.”


“Perhaps Mama is right, Lucas,” Isaac said, conceding this point since his main desire was for his son to be trained. “Wherever you attend classes, it will open much wider vistas for you in the future.”


Thus was the family set upon a road whose end they could not see.


When the day came for Lucas to begin his new pursuit, both Anneke and Lysbeth had mixed emotions, though neither spoke of it. They would see him when he was not at school, but the years of toiling together with a common purpose had seemed to give their lives structure and meaning and a certain intimacy. Still, they had each noticed Lucas’s discontent and hoped his absence would lighten the atmosphere of the workroom.


It seemed so at first, but as the weeks passed, each became ever more immersed in her own painting, uninterrupted by Lucas’s sighs or comments. While Anneke seemed to take little note of the change, given that she had always been able to shut out all but the colors, Lysbeth came to feel that she was losing both of her children. She knew that this was the fate of all mothers, as children grew and found their own way, but now she understood that she had somehow thought she would be shielded from this feeling of abandonment. They had worked together so closely for so long, and she had felt that it would always be so, that they would continue into the future, never changing. Of course, if she had been queried, she would have said that she wanted her children to make lives of their own, to have families, to give her grandchildren. But these were thoughts for the future, not the longings of the present.


Added to this, Lysbeth harbored another feeling, and one that she did not like to look at too closely. With Lucas’s work table empty, there were only the efforts of herself and Anneke to compare, and she could not escape the obvious. Anneke had surpassed her mother in skill, and not only in skill, but also in artistic sensibility. Lysbeth found this difficult to accept, and also somewhat of a puzzle. If she could recognize her daughter’s proficiency, why could she not cultivate it in herself? She was envious of her own daughter, and she felt both shame and resentment.


For a long time, Lysbeth had hoped that working as a colorist would somehow lead to an ability to create other works, but no such magic had occurred. Over the years, she came to tell herself that, contrary to her expectations, the coloring had inhibited her own creativity. It had taken her eyes from a world of reality, which might have been portrayed by her brush, to one of artificial lines and standard figures. Her purpose was to enhance the map’s function of providing information. If she could also make it beautiful, that was a bonus, but as the years passed, the coloring was often a task and nothing more.


At times she allowed herself the added grievance that she had sacrificed her ambitions for those of a husband who was, at best, an undistinguished painter. If they had lived elsewhere, perhaps it would not have been so apparent, but they lived in a place and time of truly wondrous artists. Not all had achieved fame, but she could see that many far surpassed her Isaac’s offerings.


These were her thoughts on the dark days. She scolded herself for criticizing her husband’s work, and for envying her daughter’s. She could not stop the judgment from springing to her mind, but she could control her tongue, and so she found that she could forgive herself.


On days when Lysbeth found the silence of the workroom most pressing, she would talk to Anneke about the past. She would tell stories of Anneke’s and Lucas’s young childhood, as every mother does; how Anneke had decided to decorate the walls with paint while her mother was putting baby Lucas to sleep; how although Anneke had been a fussy eater as a child, she always loved, rather inexplicably, any kind of stewed fish, as long as her mother seasoned it with pepper, mace, and some crushed rusk. While these stories were ostensibly about the children, they focused on Lysbeth’s own reactions to them, both at the time and now, softened by memory.


Lysbeth knew that when Anneke was absorbed in working on a map, she only half-listened to these stories, and one day, feeling lonely, she wanted Anneke to pay her greater heed. Lucas had always made what they needed to mix the paints, and when he left to study cartography, the task fell to Anneke. Now Lysbeth pulled Anneke away from her coloring by saying, “We are getting low on the tartar lye, Anneke. Please prepare more.”


“Oh, Mama, must I? Don’t you think we have enough for today?”


“No, we are getting too low. Come, we can talk while you work.”


“But do we even have the tartar, Mama?”


“Yes, Anneke. I purchased some yesterday from the apothecary. You go get the basin and water, and I will stir up the fire.”


Rising from her work table, Anneke left the room. She had come to understand why Lucas hated this chore. She had always enjoyed the step of actually mixing the colors, which each of them did on their own, depending upon the demands of the map they were coloring. Making the tartar lye, however, did not offer the intrinsic pleasure of experimenting to achieve a desired color.


Anneke returned with the basin of water and found the white tartar, the best that was available, and at such a price that she could not waste it by performing the procedure incorrectly. As Anneke put some of the tartar on a half sheet of brown paper, her mother began to talk about Isaac’s journey, the inspiration for the many nighttime stories he had regaled his son and daughter with when they were young. Even then, Anneke had felt her mother had not shared her children’s enthusiasm for Isaac’s tales. Slowly, over the years, as they had each labored over their maps, Lysbeth had at times revealed the struggles she had endured those years when her husband had been away. She knew that he had faced hardships of a different sort, but they were of his choosing, and his enthusiasm for the trip had hurt her.


As Anneke began to tightly wrap the paper with the tartar on it, Lysbeth told of the day in late 1641 when Isaac had come home to announce with unsuppressed delight that he had been chosen to accompany Jan van Herder on his diplomatic mission to Garcia II, king of Congo. Lysbeth had been stunned into silence. Her husband seemed to have mistaken her reaction for excitement for him, and he had embraced and kissed her, assuring her that this would be the making of him, and thus of their family.


“I am only twenty-four. I have so much ahead of me! Is it not wonderful, wife?” Lysbeth recalled him saying. And all she had done was nod.


“I was a year younger than he, but it seemed that I was feeling the responsibility of our two children more strongly. Being seventeen, twenty-three might seem old to you, Anneke, but can you imagine yourself in just a few years, married and with two children to care for, alone for two years?”


“Why did you not tell him how you truly felt?” Anneke asked as she looked up from her task.


At first, Lysbeth did not answer and just looked pointedly at the rolled-up paper in her daughter’s hands. Anneke went to the basin and thoroughly wet the paper, then walked over to the fire and plunged it in. Both she and her mother watched the paper. As it turned red, Anneke used tongs to quickly remove it from the fire and plunge it back into the basin of water.


“Because I loved him,” Lysbeth finally replied to her daughter’s question as Anneke rubbed the paper until it fell into pieces.


“But you had Lucas and me to care for, and he was set to leave you for two years!” Anneke protested.


“It’s true. You were only four, and Lucas three. But I think that you may mistake my meaning in saying that I loved him. I do not mean that I happily sacrificed myself for his happiness, though there was some of that. I could see how uplifted he was with this new chance. He had big dreams, then, of becoming a famous artist, and he saw this as his opportunity to become known. His illustrations were to be but the beginning, the thing that would bring him to the attention of important people, people who could offer him commissions.”


“But none of that happened, did it?” Anneke replied in a small voice without raising her gaze from the pieces of paper before her.


“No. You know the story of the storm and the loss of his drawings. Sometimes I wonder if they ever existed.”


“Mama, how can you say that?” Anneke had never heard her mother say something that seemed so disloyal.


“Oh, I suppose I don’t really mean it. It’s just that his never-ending tales have taken on the feel of something from his imagination, nothing more real than his desires. It hardly matters now, does it? I did not protest when he said that he would go because I was afraid that I would lose him if I did. His dreams were so important to him. Men have that luxury.”


“And that is how you began to do the coloring for the House of Blaeu?”


“Yes. Your father had been given an advance before he left, and that was to tide us over. I don’t think your father ever dared to try to calculate whether it would be enough, for what would he do if he knew that it was not? I hired a young girl to help with you and Lucas.” Pausing, she added, “You know, I had dreamed of becoming an artist myself.”


“Yes, Mama, and I’ve seen the drawings you do for yourself, though you seek to hide them from us, as though you are ashamed. I never asked you about them because I did not want to intrude. They are good, Mama.”


“Not good enough. Perhaps if I had more training, things might have gone differently, but your father came along, and I loved him, and I knew from early on that to compete with him would not make for a happy marriage.”


“So, when Papa left, you turned to coloring.”


“Yes. I had done some coloring in my parents’ home, and I hoped that eventually I would be able to design some of the cartouches, but that never came to be. Blaeu’s started me on a trial basis, and I slowly gained their approval. As you know, it is not easy work. Our backs and arms ache at the end of the day, but we cannot deny that this work is more pleasing than other jobs that might be open to women. Do you know that I get a secret pleasure from the colors left on my hands at the end of the day?


“So, we made it through those years, and when your father returned, he was downcast. At first, I was angry. How dare he not be joyful to be home with his wife and children? But then he told me of the loss of the drawings, and of his despair at having lost that chance for recognition. He still had his written notes of the journey, and he said that he had done some surveying also. I was surprised at this since I hadn’t known he had any training as a surveyor. He just said that there was another in the group who had taken it upon himself to teach him, both during the long hours on the ship and as they traversed the land.


“I encouraged Isaac to seek out the map-printing houses, to see if they might have someone who could use them to make a new map of the area. He said that he tried Hondius and Janssonius, and Visscher, too. But he would not go to Heer Blaeu, or even to anyone who worked there. I thought it was his pride that would not let him go there as a supplicant because I worked there and I was a lowly colorist.”


Anneke noted some bitterness in her mother’s voice at this last and felt the truth of it. “I didn’t know he did any surveying on the trip. He always talked only of his ‘notes.’ I didn’t realize that they would be more detailed.”


“At one point I encouraged him to try to get work here as a surveyor. It would have made for a steadier income. But he said that he wasn’t formally trained, and besides, he was an artist.”


“Still, even after all these years, he hasn’t given up on the dream of wanting his notes to be made into a map, has he?’


“No, and so he has decided to raise a cartographer. He has transferred his dreams to Lucas, as you saw. Poor Lucas, set upon a course for which he has no desire, and at which he seems incapable of excelling.”


Anneke did not respond immediately. Returning to her task, she walked over to another shelf, took down a long, narrow glass, and put the crumbled, burnt paper pieces into it. If she had done it correctly, the black would settle to the bottom in a day or two, and she would pour off the clear lye into a glass with a stopper.


“Why do you say that about Lucas, Mama?”


“I hear you in the evenings sometimes, Anneke, you and Lucas. I hear you trying to explain to him something that he doesn’t understand, though I don’t know how you can have this knowledge.”


“I read his school books and class notes, and I am able to help him with some of the concepts. But, Mama, I am only feeling my way. The lessons on translating notes and measurements into a map seem easier to me than they do to Lucas, though the mathematics is sometimes beyond me. Lucas is better at the surveying lessons, learning to use the instruments and making the calculations, but he could use help with that, too. He also laments that he has no instruments of his own, for if he did it would help him understand the surveying concepts better.”


“Even I didn’t realize just how involved you are with Lucas’s lessons, Anneke. Are you sure of what you say, about Lucas needing help?”


“Yes, Mama. You can ask him yourself.”


“It seems to me that if your father wants Lucas to succeed in this, perhaps he should pay for a tutor to come to the house to help him.”


“Oh, that would be wonderful, Mama! And I could learn, too, couldn’t I? I would so love to understand how the maps, which we can only decorate, came to be.”


“We will have to convince your father.”


When Lucas returned from his classes that day, Lysbeth told him of the plan to ask Isaac for a tutor. At first Lucas seemed embarrassed that his mother knew of his difficulties, but that was soon outweighed by the possibility of getting help. Lysbeth also mentioned that Isaac had done some surveying on the van Herder excursion and might possibly have surveying instruments. It was decided that Lucas would bring up the request for instruments to Isaac, and Lysbeth would broach the subject of a tutor.


“Papa, I didn’t know that you had done surveying on your trip to Africa,” he began. “Mama told us that today.”


“Yes, well, I only had a bit of training, not the fine opportunity that you have. There was a surveyor on the trip who saw my interest and helped me some.”


“Do you still have any of the instruments, Papa? It would be a great help to me to have some of the tools that we talk about in class. I know that I could understand their use better if I had some to practice with.”


“I had no instruments,” Isaac answered quickly. “I borrowed those of the surveyor on the trip. It was he, after all, who was hired for the work. The surveying was just something to add interest to the trip. My true calling has always been my art.”


“There is another thing, Isaac. I believe that it would be useful for Lucas to have the aid of a tutor,” Lysbeth said. “Thanks to the profitable commissions you have gotten lately, we have been able to put savings aside, and this seems a very worthy way to use that money.”


“But why do you need a tutor, Lucas?” Isaac asked his son.


“Well, it would be helpful, Papa. Some of the boys have a stronger background than I do, especially in mathematics. Besides, Papa, it would be a kindness to Anneke, for she is also interested in my lessons,” Lucas replied. It seemed to Anneke that he was unable to admit that she had helped him.


“Anneke? Why would she need to learn this? She could never become a sworn land surveyor, and who would ever hire a girl to do the work of a cartographer?”


“But, Papa,” Anneke broke in. “You have often said that having knowledge is better than not having it. My learning could do no harm, and maybe Lucas and I could help each other.”


“If you really want Lucas to succeed on this track that you have set him upon, Isaac,” Lysbeth said, “then I believe that we should do whatever is necessary to ensure that end, especially now that he is showing an interest. And if we are paying a tutor anyway, there is no harm in Anneke listening to the lessons.”


“Very well. But Anneke is just to observe the lessons. She is not to interfere in any way, even with questions.”


“I won’t, Papa, I promise! I’m sure that Lucas will get more from the lessons than I will, but I can at least pick up something.” As Anneke said this, she thought about what her mother had told her that day and wondered if women must always hide their talents so as not to make the men they love feel that they are less.


Although the subject matter for the surveying and the cartography classes overlapped to some degree, Lucas was most interested in surveying, and he urged the tutor to spend the bulk of the time on those subjects. Anneke was more interested in the actual putting together of a map, and it was true when she told the tutor that Lucas needed more help in that area. The mathematics was the most difficult aspect for both of them, but it was as important for a surveyor as it was for a cartographer, who must understand how to utilize the measurements made by the surveyor.


Anneke was not always able to keep her promise of not interrupting with questions, and in truth, the tutor did not mind occasionally focusing his attention on his student’s pretty sister, with her auburn hair and green eyes. He was only a few years older than she, and Anneke did not disdain using his obvious interest in her to get her questions answered, for as her learning progressed, the idea began to blossom in her mind that she might use her father’s notes to create the map he had always dreamed of.


After a year and a half, Lucas was doing well enough in his classes that he no longer needed the tutor’s help, but Anneke begged him not to tell their parents, for then her learning would halt. Lucas loved his sister, and though he did not know to what use she hoped to put her knowledge, he agreed to carry on with the pretense of needing help. The tutor saw what was happening, but he was happy to continue teaching the pair, for the extra stuivers helped make his life more tolerable.
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Chapter 4






February 1658


His three years of study had done nothing to quench Lucas’s thirst to travel to the places that maps depicted. When he was younger and his days had been spent coloring maps that were drawn by others, the only way he got through the task was to imagine himself in the place he was coloring, though he often knew nothing about it. His surveying and cartography lessons had sharpened and refined his curiosity. One might hear information about the places that were being explored by the Dutch, but it was not the kind of detail he craved. Anyone who talked about the colonies spoke of opportunities, costs, labor, resources. They concerned themselves only with the potential for profit.


Lucas yearned to stand in those far-off lands. Were there hills or plains? Was there water everywhere, as in Holland, or was there desert? What was the exact color of the sky? What did the air feel like? Beyond this, he longed to know about the inhabitants of such far-flung places. He thought back on all the evenings when his father had spoken of his travels in Africa, and he wished that he had asked more about the peoples. What did they look like? What were their customs? How did the sound of their language touch the ear?


He felt constrained even in his ability to imagine. How could he conceive of a land that was completely different from his homeland? Were there other lands where one escaped the city to see a field of windmills constantly pumping water to maintain the integrity of the polders, those lands stolen from the sea?


Were there great cities like Amsterdam in those other places? He had heard of the settlements the Dutch had founded under the auspices of either the VOC or the WIC. The colonizers probably attempted to recreate their homeland wherever they found themselves, but surely the place itself limited that ability, and surely the native people placed their own stamp on what they were recruited to build.


Lucas also longed to discover other beliefs. In his homeland, even though the Dutch Reformed Church aimed to control the creeds of all, there were those who professed other Protestant beliefs. There were even Roman Catholics. Still, the God and Savior that they all worshipped was the same one. Even the Jews believed in the God of the Old Testament. Who were the gods of the places that he colored on a map? What virtues were most exalted and what vices most reviled?


The time came when Lucas felt that he must escape the confines of his limited experience. He could question no more, not without making an effort to find answers. So it was that one evening he broke the silence during the family’s meal.


“I’ve signed on to a ship with the WIC,” he said.


Isaac’s knife clattered onto his pewter plate and Lysbeth stared at their son.


“What do you mean, you’ve signed on to a ship?” Isaac said.


“Just that, Papa. I’ve signed on to a ship that will go to Africa. It is due to sail in two days.”


“Two days!” Lysbeth said. “How can that be?”


When he didn’t reply, his sister asked in a subdued tone, “How long have you known this, Lucas?”


Lucas looked down at his beer and replied. “I’ve known for a couple of months.”


“And you are just now telling us?” Isaac asked in a louder voice.


Lucas now looked at his father. “I didn’t tell you sooner because I didn’t want to hear all of the arguments for days on end. I’ve committed myself, and there’s nothing to be done.”


“But I’m your father!”


“And I’m a man, Papa! I am eighteen!”


“A man who still lives in my house!”


“I will remedy that in two days.”


“And what of your schooling? What of the money I spent paying for a tutor?”


“Oh, if it is about the money, don’t worry. I can do surveying.”


“And you think that you will have the chance to do that by signing on to a ship? Has anyone said that you will be able to do anything other than fulfill the duties of a common crewman?”


“Yes, Papa. One of my teachers put me in contact with a surveyor who is going. He has gotten permission to take me as his assistant, so I won’t be a common crewman. We will leave the ship when it reaches the fort at Elmina, and we will travel out to get more information that will supplement the current WIC maps of the area. It will be a much shorter journey than going on a ship to Batavia, so we will hopefully have fewer hardships on board.”


Getting no response, he continued more gently, “I need to see something of the world, Papa. You always talked of your travels in Africa. Is it so surprising that I want to go?”


Isaac seemed taken aback at this, as though his fascination had been his own, and he could not see that others might harbor a desire to see new things, though he himself had planted this seed in his son.


“If you have signed up, then there is nothing to be done,” Isaac finally said, looking down.


“That’s right, Papa,” Lucas said, standing and leaving the table without seeing the stricken looks on the faces of his mother and sister.


When Anneke later found her brother in the small storeroom on the upper floor, Lucas looked at his sister with misery in his eyes.


“Why must you go, Lucas, and why must you leave on such a sour note between you and Papa?” Anneke gently asked. “Why do you find it so easy to argue with him?”


“And why do you and Mother constantly flatter and cajole him?”


“Because he is the head of our family, and we owe him respect.”


“Yes, he is the head, but if it were not for our labor, he would not be able to fancy himself the artist, looking down on us from his superior status. I have to go, Anneke. And it is not just to escape. You know that I have always had a longing to see foreign lands.”


“But I will miss you so, Lucas!” Anneke protested. “And what of Mama? And even Papa? You know that he loves you, even with his vanity.”


“I know, Sister, but if I stay, I fear that I would say something to sever the bond between Papa and me forever. I will return. It is not as though I have signed on as a settler in one of the colonies. I will only be gone two years.”


“Two years. I don’t understand why you resent him so, Lucas.”


“That is because you have the kinder heart that sees goodness, in both Papa and in me, in far greater measure than may actually exist. I must do this, Anneke. I must.”


Two days later, as he had said, Lucas left to join his ship. His mother and sister wept when they bade him farewell and wanted to walk with him to the docks, but he said that he could not begin his life among men as a boy who brings his mama and his sister with him. Isaac did not offer to accompany him and gruffly said goodbye, but Anneke saw the tears in his eyes as he embraced his only son.


Anneke knew that when Lucas had packed his bag, he had slipped in some of the surveying tools the family had purchased for him for his studies. He hadn’t put in very many personal items so that he could include his surveyor’s chain, compass, level, and alidade. As he walked along the canal in the direction of the docks, Anneke stared at his receding figure, trying to fix in her mind the image of her brother’s outline, carrying his odd-shaped bag, distorted by the hopeful tools within.
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Chapter 5






February–December 1658


The first days after Lucas’s departure passed slowly for those who had been left behind. Anneke and Lysbeth worked mostly in silence, and Isaac, who had rarely interrupted them in their work, found himself leaving his studio to see how his wife and daughter fared.


They did not speak much of Lucas. When they did mention him, Anneke noticed that Isaac seemed caught between anger at his son for making such a momentous decision without consulting him, and wonder—and perhaps envy—that Lucas would find himself on the shores of Africa. Most days, Lysbeth’s cheerful words belied the sadness in her eyes. Anneke knew that her mother keenly felt Lucas’s absence.


Anneke missed her brother, but she also grieved for the end of the lessons, and perhaps a bit for the end of her queries to the handsome tutor. He had said that she could contact him if she had questions, but she could hardly envision herself being so bold, or devising the circumstances in which they could meet. So, as she colored the work of men she had never known, she imagined their process. What were the notes they had worked from? How specific were the details? How much had they simply guessed when information was lacking?


She had learned a great deal of how the process worked, and she could only hope that it was enough for her to create the map her father had spoken of for so long. She would keep it a secret, both because she planned to surprise Isaac with it and because she was not yet confident enough in her talent and skill. She did not want anyone attempting to dissuade her from at least trying, for she feared that she might be vulnerable to their arguments.


Several months after Lucas had gone, Lysbeth heard that Heer Alders had been replaced and that a new director, a master colorist himself, was overseeing the colorists at Blaeu’s. She hadn’t met him, though, since she usually only went to the shop to drop off completed maps or to pick up new ones, and she seldom lingered. Anneke asked her mother whether the change would affect their work, but Lysbeth replied that she had worked under several different men over the years and they rarely bothered to involve themselves directly with colorists at their level.


As it happened, however, the new director was paying close attention to the maps brought to him by those who worked at home, and he began noticing the different styles coming from the house of Lysbeth Plettenburg. He had been told that her children, Anneke and Lucas van Brug, also colored for Blaeu. He had taken to separating the maps from that household into two piles, determined by their styles, knowing nothing of those who worked so diligently on their assignments. Then one day, he sent a message to the father of the family, Isaac van Brug, asking him to come to the printing house. At first, Isaac was incensed at what he perceived as the colorist’s temerity, summoning him in this manner, and even considered not complying. But Lysbeth convinced Isaac that they could not afford to ignore a request from a representative of the business that helped to support them.


So it was that Isaac van Brug presented himself at the printing house, a place the other members of his family could have found in their sleep but whose threshold he had never deigned to cross. When Heer Meyert, the master colorist, ushered him in, gushing praise for the work of his family, it was difficult for Isaac to hide his surprise. “I am told that your wife, Vrouw Plettenburg, has colored for this house for many years,” he began.


“That’s right,” Isaac curtly replied.


“And that your children are also working for us as colorists?”


“That was true, but my son, Lucas, stopped when he became a student at the cartography school three years ago, and now he has gone to sea.”


“Ah, that would explain it.”


“May I ask what you think that explains?”


At this, Meyert reached for two piles of maps on his desk. “I have been taking a careful look at the work of all the colorists since I came here. I had noted two different styles of coloring coming from the van Brug house, and having been informed that there were three colorists, I was somewhat perplexed. Can you look at these and tell me who in your family colored each stack?”


Although Isaac rarely took the time to seriously examine his family’s coloring work, he did know his wife’s style, as she had been coloring for many years. He knew in his heart that his wife had considerable talent, but he was astounded to see the level of skill in the other stack of maps, which must have been colored by his daughter. Seeing several completed maps together, he understood that her level of accomplishment was far above what he had realized. He didn’t know what was valued as a map colorist, but as an artist, he appreciated the precision of the work and the subtleties in color use that she had been able to achieve within the limited scope of the given task and materials.


“This stack must be those done by my daughter, Anneke,” he finally responded.


“I see. And how old is your daughter, Heer van Brug?”


“Old enough to have colored these!”


“Please, do not mistake my meaning, Heer van Brug. I am not implying that she is too young. As we can both see, her work can be judged better even than that of your esteemed wife. The reason I ask your daughter’s age is that we would like to offer her a more advanced colorist position.”


“What would that entail?”


“Well, under my supervision, she will be given ever more important assignments. In order for me to keep a close eye on her progress, and to give her help when it is called for, she would need to work here, at the publishing house, rather than in your home.”


“I don’t see how my daughter working within the proximity of so many men at the printing house can be at all acceptable.”


“But would not the fact that there are so many people working here, as well as others going in and out all day, ensure her security? If anyone were disrespectful, there would be many to witness it.”


When Isaac still hesitated, Meyert added, “Perhaps you can discuss it with your wife, Heer van Brug. After all, she has worked for the House of Blaeu for many years, and she knows that we run an honest and honorable establishment.”


The suggestion that he needed to consult his wife in his decision-making annoyed Isaac, but as he needed time to think this through, he took his leave, promising that he would inform Meyert soon of his decision.


“This is a wonderful opportunity for Anneke!” Lysbeth said when Isaac told her of his meeting with Meyert. “She will receive further training, a higher wage, and, being in the shop, she could even come to the attention of Heer Blaeu himself, who might assign her to some important coloring commissions.”


“But why does she need to do this? She is a girl. Isn’t it her destiny to become a good wife and mother?” Isaac asked.


“And am I not a good wife and mother, though I have been doing this work for many years?”


“Of course, Lysbeth, but you have always worked within the shelter of our home.”


After a moment, Lysbeth replied, “You speak of Anneke becoming a wife and mother, but we do not have enough saved to give her the kind of wedding feast and celebration that we would like. Some of her extra income could be put toward that.” Then, looking her husband in the eye, she added, “Besides, it could be that she will need to contribute to the financial well-being of her future family.”


“Very well. You and Anneke have my permission to call upon Heer Meyert at Blaeu’s.”


“Wouldn’t you care to accompany us, husband?” Lysbeth asked, now that she had prevailed.


Isaac didn’t respond as he left the room and headed for his studio.


As Anneke and Lysbeth made their way along the Bloemgracht to Blaeu’s the next day, each was lost in her own thoughts. Finally, Lysbeth broke the silence.


“Well, daughter, it seems you have made quite an impression.”


“We will see what Heer Meyert has to say, will we not? It could be that Papa exaggerated or misunderstood. Maybe he was not even referring to my maps, but yours. After all, you alone taught me everything that I know.”


“You need not say so, child. We both know that your eye and skill have passed me by. I am not saying that I am not proud of my work, but it does not stand out in the way that yours does. My maps are more practical, emphasizing the utility of the map, rather than just its beauty.”


“Do you think that my techniques obscure the information of the maps, Mama?”


“Perhaps they do not obscure, but I do not know whether they emphasize.”


“And what did you think of Lucas’s work, Mama, if I may ask?”


“Lucas’s heart was never in the work itself, but in the places he imagined as he colored. I always feared that he would leave us, that he would answer the call of the sea. It is so easy for our young men to leave, with the lure of adventure the VOC and the WIC seem to offer. Who knows what exotic ports he dreamed of?”


“I hope that once he returns from this trip, he will decide to stay here. I do miss him.”


“As do I, my dear. It is a tribute to you and your brother that, even through years of working so closely, you have maintained the love you owe one another. Not everyone would have gotten along so well in such circumstances.”


“Perhaps it is because we never wanted the same things and could be content with the other’s accomplishments.”


Pondering this, mother and daughter entered the printing house of the great Joan Blaeu.
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