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THE VIEW FROM DELFT
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THE SUMMER I was twenty, I bought a bicycle in Amsterdam and cycled southwest across the Low Countries on what would be the final leg of a journey that took me from Dubrovnik on the Adriatic to Ben Nevis in Scotland. I was on my second day out, pedaling across the Dutch countryside, when the light began to fade and the late-afternoon drizzle blowing in off the North Sea turned the road under my tires slick. A truck edged me too close to the verge, and my bicycle went over into the mud. I was not hurt, but I was soaked and filthy and had a bent fender to straighten. Without the shelter of a bridge, which was my usual hobo’s recourse in bad weather, I knocked at the door of the nearest house to ask for a few moments out of the rain. Mrs. Oudshoorn had watched my spill from her front window, which is where I guessed she spent many a long afternoon, so I was not altogether a surprise when she opened her door a crack and peered out at me. She hesitated for a brief moment, then put caution aside and opened the door wide so that this bedraggled young Canadian could come inside.

All I wanted was to stand for a few minutes out of the rain and pull myself together, but she wouldn’t hear of it. She poured me a hot bath, cooked me dinner, gave me a bed to sleep in, and pressed on me several of her dead husband’s things, including a waterproof coat. The next morning, as sunlight poured over her kitchen table, she fed me the best breakfast I ever had eaten and chuckled slyly about how angry her son would be if he ever found out she’d taken in a complete  stranger, and a man at that. After breakfast she gave me postcards of local sites to take as mementos and suggested I go see some of them before climbing back on my bicycle and getting back on the road. The sun was shining that Sunday morning, and there was nowhere I had to be, so out I went for a stroll and a look. Her town has stayed with me ever since. Mrs. Oudshoorn gave me more than the hospitality of her home. She gave me Delft.

“A most sweet town, with bridges and a river in every street,” is how the London diarist Samuel Pepys described Delft when he visited in May 1660. The description perfectly fit the town I saw, for Delft has remained largely as it looked in the seventeenth century. Its cobbled streets and narrow bridges were dappled that morning by galleon-shaped clouds scudding in from the North Sea a dozen kilometers to the northwest, and the sunlight reflecting off the canals lit up the brick façades of the houses. Unlike that far grander canal city, Venice, which Italians built up from the surface of the sea on wooden pilings driven into tidal sandbars, the Dutch built Delft below sea level. Dikes held back the North Sea, and water sluices were dug to drain the coastal fens. This history resides in its name, delven being the Dutch word for digging. The main canal running the length of the western part of the town is still called the Oude Delft, the Old Sluice. 

Memories of the seventeenth century are peculiarly present in the two great churches of Delft. On the Great Market Square is Nieuwe Kerk, the New Church, so named because it was founded two centuries after the Oude Kerk, the Old Church on the Oude Delft canal. Both great buildings were built and decorated as Catholic churches, of course (the Old Church in the thirteenth century, the New Church in the fifteenth), though they did not remain so. The light coming through the clear glass in the windows and illuminating their interiors bleaches out that early history in favor of what came later: the purging of Catholic idolatry, including the removal of stained glass in the 1560s, which was part of the Dutch struggle for independence from Spanish rule, and the fashioning of Protestant gathering places of almost civil worship. The floors of both churches belong  quite securely to the seventeenth century, for they are covered with inscriptions marking the graves of the wealthier citizens of seventeenth-century Delft. People in those days hoped to be buried as close as possible to a holy place, and better than being buried beside a church was to be interred underneath it. Many of the numerous paintings done of the interiors of these two churches show a lifted paving stone, occasionally even gravediggers at work, while other people (and dogs) go about their business. The churches kept registers of where each family had its grave, but most of the graves bear no written memorial. Only those who could afford the cost had the stones laid over them inscribed with their names and deeds.

It was in the Old Church that I came upon one stone inscribed neatly and sparely: JOHANNES VERMEER 1632–1675. I had stumbled upon the last remains of an artist whose paintings I had just seen and admired in the Rijksmuseum, the national museum in Amsterdam, a few days earlier. I knew nothing about Delft or Vermeer’s connection to the town. Yet suddenly there he was in front of me, awaiting my notice.

Many years later I learned that this paving stone had not been placed over his grave when he died. At that time, Vermeer was not a person of sufficient importance to deserve an inscribed gravestone. He was just a painter, an artisan in one of the fine trades. It is true that Vermeer was a headman of the artisans’ guild of St. Luke, and that he enjoyed a position of honor in the town militia—though that was a distinction he shared with some eighty other men in his neighborhood. Even if there had been money on hand when he died, which there wasn’t, this status did not justify the honor of an inscription. Only in the nineteenth century did collectors and curators come to think of Vermeer’s subtle and elusive paintings as the work of a great artist. The stone there now was not laid until the twentieth century, put down to satisfy the many who, unlike me, knew he was there and came to pay their respects. This slab does not actually mark the place where Vermeer was buried, though, since all the paving stones were taken up and relaid when the church was restored following the  great fire of 1921. All we know is that his remains are down there somewhere.

Nothing else of Vermeer’s life in Delft has survived. We know that he grew up in his father’s inn off the Great Market Square, and that he lived most of his adult life in the house of his mother-in-law, Maria Thins, on the Oude Langendijck, or Old Long Dike. This was where he surrounded himself with an ever-growing brood of little children downstairs; painted most of his pictures upstairs; and died suddenly at the age of forty-three, his debts mounting and his wellspring of inspiration gone dry. The house was pulled down in the nineteenth century. Of Vermeer’s life in Delft, nothing tangible is left.

The only way to step into Vermeer’s world is through his paintings, but neither is this possible in Delft. Of the thirty-five paintings that still survive (a thirty-sixth, stolen from the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum in Boston in 1990, is still missing), not one remains in Delft. They were sold after he died or carted to auctions elsewhere, and now are dispersed among seventeen different galleries from Manhattan to Berlin. The three closest works are in the Mauritshuis, the royal picture gallery in The Hague. These paintings are not far from Delft—The Hague was four hours away by river barge in the seventeenth century but is now only ten minutes by train—but they are no longer where he painted them. To view a Vermeer, you have to be somewhere other than Delft. To be in Delft, you have to forego the opportunity to look at a Vermeer.

Any number of reasons could be introduced to explain why Vermeer had to have come from Delft, from local painting traditions to the character of the light that falls on the town. But these reasons do not allow us to conclude that Vermeer would not have produced paintings just as remarkable had he lived somewhere else in Holland. Context is important, but it doesn’t account for everything. By the same token, I could put forward any number of reasons to explain why a global history of the intercultural transformations of seventeenth-century life must start from Delft. But they wouldn’t convince you that Delft was the only place from which to begin. The  fact of the matter is that nothing happened there that particularly changed the course of history, except possibly art history, and I won’t try to claim otherwise. I start from Delft simply because I happen to have fallen off my bike there, because Vermeer happened to have lived there, and because I happen to enjoy looking at his paintings. So long as Delft does not block our view of the seventeenth-century world, these reasons are as good as any for choosing it as a place to stand and consider the view.

Suppose I were to choose another place from which to tell this story: Shanghai, for instance, since my travels took me there several years after that first visit to Delft and led to my becoming a historian of China? It would suit the design of this book, in fact, since Europe and China are the two poles of the magnetic field of interconnection that I describe here. How much would choosing Shanghai over Delft change the story I am about to tell? It’s possible it would not change a great deal. Shanghai was actually rather like Delft, if we want to look for similarities below the obvious differences. Like Delft, Shanghai was built on land that had once been under the ocean, and it depended on water sluices to drain the bogs on which it rests. (The name Shanghai, which could be translated as On the Ocean, is in fact an abbreviation of Shanghaibang, Upper Ocean Sluice.) Shanghai similarly was a walled city (though it was walled only in the mid-sixteenth century to protect it against raiders from Japan). It was crisscrossed with canals and bridges and had direct water access to the ocean. The marketing center for a productive agricultural economy built on the reclaimed land, it too anchored an artisanal network of commodity production in the surrounding countryside (cotton textiles in this instance). Shanghai did not have the urban bourgeoisie whom (and for whom) Vermeer painted, nor perhaps quite the same level of cultivation and sophistication. Its most prominent native son (and Catholic convert) Xu Guangqi complained in a letter of 1612 that Shanghai was a place of “vulgar manners.” Yet Shanghai’s wealthy families engaged in practices of patronage and conspicuous consumption, which included buying and showing paintings, that seem rather like what the merchant  elite of Delft were doing. An even more striking coincidence is that Shanghai was the birthplace of Dong Qichang—the greatest painter and calligrapher of his age—who transformed painting conventions and laid the foundations of modern Chinese art. It makes no sense to call Dong the Vermeer of China, or Vermeer the Dong of Holland; but the parallel is too curious to leave unmentioned.

The similarities between Delft and Shanghai may seem superficial when we consider their differences. There was, first of all, the difference of scale: Delft at mid-century had only twenty-five thousand residents, ranking sixth among Dutch cities, whereas Shanghai before the famines and disorder of the 1640s administered an urban population well over twice that number and a rural population of half a million. More significant were the differences in their political contexts: Delft was an important base for a newly emerging republic that had thrown off the Hapsburg empire of Spain, whereas Shanghai was an administrative seat within the secure control of the Ming and Qing empires.1 Delft and Shanghai must also be distinguished in terms of the state policies that regulated interactions with the outside world. The Dutch government was actively engaged in building trade networks stretching around the globe, whereas the Chinese government maintained an on-again, off-again policy of restricting foreign contact and trade (a policy that was much debated within China). These differences are significant, but if I treat them lightly, it is because they do not much affect my purpose, which is to capture a sense of the larger whole of which both Shanghai and Delft were parts: a world in which people were weaving a web of connections and exchanges as never before. This story stays largely the same, regardless of where one begins telling it.

Choosing Delft over Shanghai has something to do with what has survived. When I fell off a bicycle in Delft, I stepped into a memory of the seventeenth century. Not so when you fall off a bicycle in Shanghai. The past there has been so thoroughly obliterated by first colonialism, then state socialism, and most recently global capitalism, that the only doors that actually open onto the Ming dynasty are on  library shelves. A wisp of memory lingers in the little streets around Yuyuan, the Garden of Ease in the heart of what used to be the old city. This garden was founded at the end of the sixteenth century as a retirement gift for the builder’s father, but around it grew up a small public gathering area where, among other things, artists came to hang their works to sell. But the area has been so thoroughly built up in the intervening centuries that there is little to betray what might have existed in the Ming dynasty.

But I start my story in Delft rather than Shanghai for a particular reason: the extraordinary portfolio of paintings of Delft by Johannes Vermeer. Dong Qichang left no such portfolio of paintings of Shanghai, from which he fled as soon as he could afford to move to the prefectural capital. Vermeer stayed home, and painted what he saw. When we run our eyes over his canvases, we seem to enter a lived world of real people surrounded by the things that gave them a sense of home. The enigmatic figures in his paintings carry secrets we will never know, for it is their world and not ours. Yet he paints them in a way that seems to give us the sensation we have entered an intimate space. It is all “seems,” though. Vermeer had such control of painting technique that he could fool the eye into believing that the canvas was a mere window through which the viewer can look straight into the places he paints as though they were real. The French call such deception in painting trompe l’oeil, fool the eye. In Vermeer’s case, the places were real, but perhaps not quite in the way he painted them. Vermeer was not a photographer, after all. He was an illusionist drawing us into his world, the world of a bourgeois family living in Delft in the middle of the seventeenth century. Even if Delft didn’t quite look like this, though, the facsimile is close enough for us to enter that world and think about what we find.

We will linger over five Vermeer paintings in this book, plus a canvas by his Delft contemporary Hendrik van der Burch and a painting on a delftware plate, looking for signs of Delft life. I have chosen these seven paintings not just for what they show, but for the hints of broader historical forces that lurk in their details. As we hunt for these  details, we will discover hidden links to subjects that aren’t quite stated and places that aren’t really shown. The connections these details betray are only implied, but they are there.

If they are hard to see, it is because these connections were new. The seventeenth century was not so much an era of first contacts as an age of second contacts, when sites of first encounter were turning into places of repeated meeting. People were now regularly arriving from elsewhere and departing for elsewhere, and as they went, carried things with them—which meant that things were ending up in places other than where they were made, and were being seen in these new locations for the first time. Soon enough, though, commerce took over. Moving things were no longer accidental travelers but commodities produced for circulation and sale, and Holland was one such place where these new commodities converged. In Amsterdam, the focal point of their convergence, they caught the attention of the French philosopher René Descartes. In 1631, Descartes was in the midst of a long exile in the Netherlands, his controversial ideas having driven him from Catholic France. He described Amsterdam that year as “an inventory of the possible.” “What place on earth,” he asked, “could one choose where all the commodities and all the curiosities one could wish for were as easy to find as in this city?” Amsterdam was a particularly good place to find “all the commodities and all the curiosities one could wish for,” for reasons that will become clear as we proceed. Such objects came to Delft in lesser numbers, but still they came. A few even ended up in the household that Vermeer shared with his mother-in-law, Maria Thins, to judge from the inventory of possessions that his wife, Catharina Bolnes, drew up in the course of filing for bankruptcy after he died. Vermeer was not wealthy enough to own many nice things, but those he did acquire reveal something about his place in the world. And where we will see them in action is in his paintings.

To bring to life the stories I want to tell in this book, I will ask that we examine paintings; or more exactly, objects in paintings. This  method requires suspending some of the habits we have acquired when it comes to looking at pictures. Chief among these habits is a tendency to regard paintings as windows opening directly onto another time and place. It is a beguiling illusion to think that Vermeer’s paintings are images directly taken from life in seventeenth-century Delft. Paintings are not “taken,” like photographs; they are “made,” carefully and deliberately, and not to show an objective reality so much as to present a particular scenario. This attitude affects how we look at things in paintings. When we think of paintings as windows, we treat the objects in them as two-dimensional details showing either that the past was different from what we know today, or that it is the same, again as though a photograph had been taken. We see a seventeenth-century goblet and think: That is what a seventeenth-century goblet looks like, and isn’t it remarkably like/unlike (choose one) goblets today? We tend not to think: What is a goblet doing there? Who made it? Where did it come from? Why did the artist choose to include it instead of something else, a teacup, say, or a glass jar?

As we gaze at each of the seven paintings on which this book has been draped, I want us to ask just these sorts of questions. We can still enjoy the pleasures of the surface, but I also want us to duck past the surface and look hard at the objects as signs of the time and place in which the painting was made. Such signs slipped into the picture as it was being painted largely unawares. Our task is to coax them out, so that we can in effect use the painting to tell not just its own story, but our own. Art critic James Elkins has argued that paintings are puzzles that we feel compelled to solve in order to ease our perplexities about the world in which we find ourselves, as well as our uncertainties as to just how it is that we found ourselves here. I have recruited these seven Dutch paintings for such service.

If we think of the objects in them not as props behind windows but as doors to open, then we will find ourselves in passageways leading to discoveries about the seventeenth-century world that the paintings on their own don’t acknowledge, and of which the artist himself was probably unaware. Behind these doors run unexpected  corridors and sly byways linking our confusing present—to a degree we could not have guessed, and in ways that will surprise us—to a past that was far from simple. And if there is one theme curving through seventeenth-century Delft’s complex past that every object we examine in these paintings will show, it is that Delft was not alone. It existed within a world that extended outward to the entire globe.



LET US BEGIN WITH View of Delft (see plate 1). This painting is unusual in the Vermeer oeuvre. Most Vermeers are staged in interior rooms engagingly decorated with discrete objects from the artist’s family life. View of Delft is quite different. One of just two surviving outdoor scenes, it is his only attempt to represent a large space. Objects, even people, dwindle in scale and significance when set against the wide panorama of buildings and the vast sky above. The painting is anything but a generic landscape, however. It is a specific view of Delft as it appears from a vantage point just outside the south side of the town looking north across the Kolk, Delft’s river harbor. Across the triangular surface of the water in the foreground stand the Schiedam and Rotterdam gates, which flank the mouth of the Oude Delft where it opens into the Kolk. Beyond the gates is the town itself. Our attention is drawn to the sunlit steeple of the New Church. The steeple is visibly empty of bells, and as it is known that the bells started to be mounted in May 1660, we can date the painting to just before that moment. There are other towers on the skyline. Moving leftward, we see the cupola atop the Schiedam Gate, then the smaller conical tower of the Parrot Brewery (Delft had been a center of beer making in the sixteenth century). And poking just into view beside that we see the top of the steeple of the Old Church. This is Delft in the spring of 1660. 

I encountered the painting for the first time on a visit to the Mauritshuis thirty-five years after I landed in Delft. I went expecting to see Girl with a Pearl Earring and I did. I knew that there were other Vermeers on display as well, though I did not know which ones until I turned into the corner room on the top floor and found myself facing his View of Delft. The painting was larger than I expected, busier  and far more complex in its modulation of light and shade than reproductions revealed. As I was trying to decipher the buildings in the painting based on what I knew from seventeenth-century maps, it dawned on me that Delft was ten minutes away by train. Why not compare Vermeer’s rendition with real life, especially if the seventeenth century were still as present as I suspected? I rushed downstairs to the gift shop, bought a postcard of the painting, and hurried to the station. The train pulled out four minutes later, and in no time I was back in Delft.

I was able to walk right to the spot where Vermeer composed the picture, though the knoll of the small park that now stands in the foreground wasn’t quite high enough for me to set the scene exactly according to his perspective. He must have painted it from a second-story window. Still, only a small adjustment was needed to transcribe the painting onto Delft as it looks today. The vicissitudes of time and city planning have decayed much of the original scene. The Schiedam and Rotterdam gates are gone, as is the Parrot Brewery. The city wall has been replaced by a busy road. But the spires of both the New Church and the Old Church continue to stand in the very places where Vermeer put them. It wasn’t Delft in 1660, but it was close enough for the picturesque scene in View of Delft to tell me where I was. Looking at the painting now, the first door opens easily. This is Delft as it looked from the south. Is there a second door? Yes; in fact there are several.

The first place we will look for a second door is in the harbor. The Kolk handled boats traveling to and from Delft on the Schie Canal, which ran southward to Schiedam and Rotterdam on the Rhine. Tied up at the quay in the foreground to the left is a passenger barge. Built long and narrow in order to pass easily through canal locks, horse-drawn barges like this operated on fixed schedules and linked Delft to cities and towns throughout southern Holland. Several people have gathered on the quay near the barge. Their dress and demeanor suggest that they will take their places among the eight first-class passengers who paid to sit in the cabin at the back of the  barge, rather than jostle in among the twenty-five second-class passengers in the front. A hint of breeze ruffles the water, but otherwise nothing is moving. On the other two sides of the harbor, all the boats are tethered or out of commission. The only suggestions of restlessness are the jagged skyline of buildings and the shadow cast by the huge cumulus cloud hanging at the top of the painting. But the overall effect is one of perfect tranquility on a lovely day. There are other boats tethered around the Kolk: small cargo transports tied up beneath the Schiedam Gate, and another four passenger barges tethered beside the Rotterdam Gate. The two I want to draw our attention to, however, are the wide-bottomed vessels moored to each other at the right-hand side of the painting. This stretch of the quay in front of the Rotterdam Gate was the site of the Delft shipyard. The back masts of these two vessels are missing, and their front masts partially struck, which indicates that they are there for refitting or repair. These are herring buses, three-masted vessels built to fish for herring in the North Sea. Here is another door to the seventeenth-century world, but it requires some explaining to open.

If there is one overwhelming condition that shaped the history of the seventeenth century more than any other, it is global cooling. During the century and a half between 1550 and 1700, temperatures fell all over the world, not continuously or consistently, but they fell everywhere. In Northern Europe, the first really cold winter of what has come to be called the Little Ice Age was the winter of 1564–65. In January 1565, the great painter of the common people of the Low Countries, Pieter Bruegel the Elder, did his first winter landscape showing hunters in the snow and people playing on the ice. Bruegel may have thought he was painting an anomaly that would not return, but it did. He painted several more winter scenes in the following years, starting the fashion for winterscapes. Vermeer never painted skating scenes, but we know he went out in them, as he bought an iceboat rigged with a sail from a Delft sail maker in 1660, for which he agreed to pay the considerable sum of eighty guilders. His timing was not great, for the canals of Holland failed to freeze for the next  two winters. Then the cold returned. Temperatures elsewhere declined too. In China, heavy frosts between 1654 and 1676 killed orange and mandarin groves that had been producing fruit for centuries. The world would not always be this cold, but this was the condition under which life was lived in the seventeenth century.

Cold winters meant more than ice sailing. They meant shorter growing seasons and wetter soil, rising grain prices, and increasing sickness. A fall in spring temperature of just half a degree centigrade delays planting by ten days, and a similar fall in the autumn cuts another ten days off the harvest. In temperate climates, this could be disastrous. According to one theory, cold weather could induce another evil consequence, plague. All over the world in the century from the 1570s to the 1660s, plague stalked densely populated societies. Plague struck Amsterdam at least ten times between 1597 and 1664, on the last occasion killing over twenty-four thousand people. Southern Europe was hit even harder. In one outbreak in 1576–77, Venice lost fifty thousand people (28 percent of its population). A second great epidemic in 1630–31 killed another forty-six thousand (a proportionately higher 33 percent of the then-diminished population). In China, a harsh run of cold weather in the late 1630s was followed by a particularly virulent epidemic in 1642. The disease raced down the Grand Canal with shocking speed, annihilating whole communities and leaving the country vulnerable first to peasant rebels, who captured Beijing in 1644, and then to the armies of the Manchus, who founded a dynasty (the Qing) and ruled China for the next three centuries.

Cold and plague dented the rate at which the world’s population was growing, but in retrospect it looks now as though humankind was only preparing for the leap that started around 1700 and still keeps us in midair. Humankind had already broken the limit of half a billion before the seventeenth century began. We were well past six hundred million by the time it ended. Johannes Vermeer and Catharina Bolnes made their little contribution to world population growth, though it was not easy. They buried at least four of their children, three of them  in the family grave in the Old Church. There is no record of what they died of, though one suspects plague would have been mentioned, had that been the cause of death. But losses in the family were outweighed by gains, for another eleven children survived to adulthood. Five or six had already been born by the time Vermeer bought the iceboat; perhaps he bought it for their pleasure as well as his own. In the long term, though, only four of his children married and had children. In many families, if not Vermeer’s, those who failed to marry were propelled out of their home communities in search of employment and survival. The young men became the sailors who manned the ships, the employees and bondsmen who staffed the wharves and warehouses handling the new global trade, and the soldiers who filled the armies and protected the trade. The same young men also supplied the crews of the pirate ships that preyed on the growing maritime traffic. The young women became maids and prostitutes.

In View of Delft, the herring buses are a sign of this history. One benefit that the Dutch gained from global cooling was the southward movement of fish stocks in the North Sea. Colder winters meant that Arctic ice moved farther south, causing major freeze-ups along the coast of Norway, where the herring fishery had traditionally been based. The fishery moved south toward the Baltic Sea, and there it came under the control of Dutch fishermen. This is why we see herring buses moored outside Delft. One of the founding scholars of climate history has even proposed that the prosperity the Dutch enjoyed in the first half of the seventeenth century—the very prosperity that Vermeer captures in his domestic interiors—occurred because of this resource windfall. The herring catch gave the Dutch a stake they could then invest in other ventures, especially in shipping and maritime trade. Those two herring boats are Vermeer’s evidence of climate change.

View of Delft has another door we can open onto the seventeenth century. Look again at the steeple of the Old Church next to the Parrot Brewery tower, and we see a long roof that runs in an unbroken  line to the left side of the canvas. (Had Vermeer continued the painting a little farther to the left, he would have had to include the great windmill at the corner of the city wall that pumped water out of the canal, which would have altered the structure of the painting.) Earlier commentators have accused Vermeer of simplifying the skyline in order not to detract from other elements in the painting. When I went to stand on the far side of the Kolk, I looked for that roofline. The roofs I saw were not composed in quite the way Vermeer painted them, but despite the architectural adding and subtracting that has gone on since 1660, I could see what he was painting: the roof of a large warehouse complex stretching the entire block from the Oude Delft to the moat on the city’s west side. It was the warehouse of the Oost-Indisch Huis, East India House, as I was able to determine by walking up the Oude Delft and checking the house fronts. This was the home of the Delft Chamber of the Dutch East India Company (Verenigde Oostindische Compagnie), the center of a vast web of international trade connecting Delft to Asia.

The Dutch East India Company—the VOC, as it is known—is to corporate capitalism what Benjamin Franklin’s kite is to electronics: the beginning of something momentous that could not have been predicted at the time. The world’s first large joint-stock company, the VOC was formed in 1602 when the Dutch Republic obliged the many trading companies popping up to take advantage of the Asian trade boom to merge into a single commercial organization. The stick was monopoly. Commercial ventures that did not join the VOC would not be allowed to trade in Asia. The carrot was unlimited profits in which the state would not interfere, other than to expect a modest tax dividend. The merchants grudgingly went along with the arrangement, and the VOC emerged as a federation of six regional chambers: the Amsterdam Chamber, which contributed half the capital, the Hoorn and Enkhuizen chambers in north Holland, Middelburg in the Rhine estuary (Zeeland) in the south, and Rotterdam and Delft in the heart of Holland. What at first sight looked like an unworkable compromise— separate chambers controlled their own capital and operations while  adhering to uniform guidelines and policies—turned out to be a brilliant innovation. Only a unique federal state such as the Dutch Republic could have dreamed up a federal company structure. The VOC combined flexibility with strength, giving the Dutch a huge advantage in the competition to dominate maritime trade to Asia.

Within a few decades, the VOC proved itself to be the most powerful trading corporation in the seventeenth-century world and the model for the large-scale business enterprises that now dominate the global economy. Its monogram also became the best-known company trademark of that age, possibly in fact the first global logo. The company-wide monogram consisted of the company’s three initials with a V (Verenigde) in the middle and an O (Oostindische) and a C (Compagnie) overlapping its two antennae. It was left for each chamber to add its own initial by placing it above or below the VOC initials. The Delft Chamber placed its D (Delft) over the bottom point of the V, producing a monogram that can still be seen today on the façade of the former Delft Chamber offices on the west side of the Old Delft Canal. The chamber acquired this building in 1631. Over time it added other buildings to it, each decorated with the same monogram. The original buildings have long since been converted into private apartments—the VOC went bankrupt in the 1790s and was disbanded in 1800—but its logo is still there to remind us of this history. Universally familiar to the Dutch, it gives the long-defunct company a virtual presence in the Netherlands even today.

Everyone in seventeenth-century Delft would have known where the Delft Chamber was located. The VOC was too important to the Delft economy for this not to be common local knowledge. If any of them stood with me on the far side of the harbor from the point at which the Old Delft Canal passed under the Capels Bridge between the Schiedam and Rotterdam gates and emptied into the Kolk, they could have pointed out the red tiled roofs of the VOC warehouse and office complex without difficulty. So too they could have turned to point south down the canal in the direction of Delfshaven, Schiedam, and Rotterdam, the town’s maritime ports on the mouth of the  Rhine. This stretch of Delft constituted the town’s commercial face, the place from which its citizens traded with the world. Once we have noticed the VOC’s presence, View of Delft begins to strike us as less merely decorative, less casual in its choice of subject, more intentional.

Despite the VOC’s visibility in the painting, as in Delft, there is no evidence that Vermeer himself had a personal connection with his subject. His grandfather was almost bankrupted speculating in VOC shares in the Company’s early years, after which the family had nothing to do with it. But no Delft family could truly escape the VOC. Vermeer’s father, Reynier Vos (the family had not yet adopted the surname Vermeer at the time Reynier was born), an art dealer and innkeeper, may not have worked for the Company, but his trade depended on serving those who passed through Delft, and most of those came on Company business. So too a painter could well find himself within the orbit of the VOC. In Amsterdam, for instance, Rembrandt van Rijn collected fat fees to paint the portraits of VOC directors. But Vermeer didn’t do portraits on commission, so far as we know. Delft may have been a Company town, but Vermeer never became a Company painter.

Though Vermeer never worked for the VOC, tens of thousands of Dutch people did. A team of Dutch historians has estimated that in the company’s first ten years of operations, which almost coincides with the first decade of the seventeenth century, eighty-five hundred men left the Netherlands on VOC ships. In every decade that followed, that total progressively increased. By the 1650s, over forty thousand were departing every ten years. Close to a million people made the sea journey from Holland to Asia during the two centuries between 1595 and 1795. Most were young men who preferred a post with the East India Company to staying and making do with crowded homes and limited patrimonies. Asia for them represented the hope of making better lives elsewhere. At least three of Vermeer’s cousins were among these VOC out-migrants. According to the will of his father’s brother, Dirck van der Minne, in 1675, a cousin named  Claes was working as a “surgeon in the East Indies” and two first cousins once removed, Aryen and Dirck Gerritszoon van Sanen, Claes’s nephews, were “both in the East Indies” at the time the will was read.

Not all this million passed through Delft on their way to the East but many thousands did, making their way down the canal to Rotterdam on the mouth of the Rhine. Vermeer would have encountered them while he was a child in his father’s inn and heard the boasts of those going out East and the tall tales of those coming home. To go was not always to come back. Indeed, the odds were against it. Of every three men who took ship to Asia, two did not return. Some died on the journey out, and many more succumbed to diseases against which they had no immunities after they arrived. But mortality was not the only factor that kept men from returning. Many chose to stay in Asia, some to avoid paying the cost of success or the shame of failure when they got home, others because they were able to make new lives in the places where they ended up and had no desire to return to what they had left behind. Despite the heavy toll of mortality on the company’s men, the VOC prospered, and with it the Netherlands.



THE EUROPEAN CAPACITY TO MOUNT and sustain commercial operations on a global scale depended in no small part on new technologies accompanying maritime trade. The English polymath Francis Bacon in 1620 selected for special notice three “mechanical discoveries” that, in his view, “have changed the whole face and state of things throughout the world.” One such discovery was the magnetic compass, enabling navigators to sail out of sight of land and still guess where they were. Another was paper, which permitted merchants to keep the detailed records needed for multiple transactions and sustain the heavy correspondence that trade over long distances demands. The third discovery was gunpowder. Without the rapid advances arms manufacturers made in ballistics technology in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, European traders abroad would have been hard pressed to overwhelm local opposition to unwanted trade arrangements and protect the spoils of commerce. The VOC took advantage of all three innovations to build a network of trade that stretched all the way to East Asia. “No empire, no sect, no star,” Bacon asserted, “seems to have exerted greater power and influence on human affairs” than these three inventions.

Bacon, famously unaware that all three discoveries came from China, noted that they were of “obscure and inglorious” origin. Had he been told their origin was Chinese, he would not have been surprised. Thanks to Marco Polo’s colorful descriptions in his Travels of the Mongol court in the later part of the fourteenth century, China held a powerful place in the popular imagination. Europeans thought of it as a place of power and wealth beyond any known scale. This idea led many to believe that the quickest route to China must also be the quickest route to their own wealth and power, and to pursue the search for that route. The quest to get to China was a relentless force that did much to shape the history of the seventeenth century, not just within Europe and China, but in most of the places in between. This is why China lurks behind every story in this book, even those that don’t at first glance seem to have anything to do with it. The lure of China’s wealth haunted the seventeenth-century world.

The explosion of seventeenth-century migration was prefaced by an attraction for China that already had begun to shape European choices in the sixteenth century. The sixteenth was a century of discoveries and violent encounters, of windfalls and errors, of borders crossed and borders closed, creating a web of connections that spread in all directions. The seventeenth century was something different. First encounters were becoming sustained engagements; fortuitous exchanges were being systematized into regular trade; the language of gesture was being supplanted by pidgin dialects and genuine communication. Running through all these changes was the common factor of mobility. More people were in motion over longer distances and sojourning away from home for longer periods of time than at any other time in human history. More people were engaging in transactions with people whose languages they did not know and whose cultures they had never experienced. At the same time, more people were learning new languages and adjusting to unfamiliar customs. First contacts for the most part were over. The seventeenth was a century of second contacts.
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THE LOW COUNTRIES ca. 1650

With second contacts, the dynamic of encounter changes. Interactions become more sustained and likelier to be repeated. The effects they produce, however, are not simple to predict or understand. At times they induce a thorough transformation of everyday practices, an effect that Cuban writer Fernando Ortiz has called “transculturation.” At other times they provoke resistance, violence, and a loss of identity. In the seventeenth century, most second contacts generated effects that fall between these two extremes: selective adjustment, made through a process of mutual influence. Rather than complete transformation or deadly conflict, there was negotiation and borrowing; rather than triumph and loss, give and take; rather than the transformation of cultures, their interaction. It was a time when people had to adjust how they acted and thought in order to negotiate the cultural differences they encountered, to deflect unanticipated threats and respond cautiously to equally unexpected opportunities. It was a time not for executing grand designs, but for improvising. The age of discovery was largely over, the age of imperialism yet to come. The seventeenth century was the age of improvisation.

The changes this impulse toward improvisation evoked were subtle but profound. Consider again Dong Qichang, the artist from Shanghai to whom I have referred. Dong Qichang’s was the first generation in China to see European prints. Jesuit missionaries brought some to China to convey their message in visual form and help converts imagine the life of Christ. In Dong’s own painting, 1597 marks a major shift in style that set the foundations for the emergence of modern Chinese art. It has been suggested that the visual devices in European prints may have impelled him toward this new style. Or take our artist from Delft. Vermeer was among the first generations of Dutch painters to see Chinese painting, rarely on silk or paper, more commonly on porcelain. It has been suggested that his use of “Delft  blue,” his preference for off-white backgrounds to set off blue materials, his taste for distorting perspective and enlarging foregrounds (he does both in View of Delft), and his willingness to leave backgrounds empty betray a Chinese influence. Given what little we know of Vermeer, and how well we know it, it is unlikely that evidence will ever come to light that allows this suggestion to be proven or disproven. It is simply an idea of influence, but something that would have been an impossibility a generation earlier. Hints of intercultural influence of this sort, so fine as to be almost imperceptible, are just what we should learn to expect as we go back into the seventeenth century.

Seen in this way, the paintings into which we will look to find signs of the seventeenth century might be considered not just as doors through which we can step to rediscover the past, but as mirrors reflecting the multiplicity of causes and effects that have produced the past and the present. Buddhism uses a similar image to describe the interconnectedness of all phenomena. It is called Indra’s net. When Indra fashioned the world, he made it as a web, and at every knot in that web is tied a pearl. Everything that exists or has ever existed, every idea that can be thought about, every datum that is true—every dharma, in the language of Indian philosophy—is a pearl in Indra’s net. Not only is every pearl tied to every other pearl by virtue of the web on which they hang, but on the surface of every pearl is reflected every other jewel in the net. Everything that exists in Indra’s web implies all else that exists.

Vermeer would have appreciated the metaphor. He loved to put curved surfaces into his paintings and use them to reflect everything around them. Glass spheres, brass utensils, pearls—like the lenses he probably used to help him paint—were suitable for revealing realities beyond what was immediately there. In no less than eight of his pictures, Vermeer paints women wearing pearl earrings. And on these pearls he paints faint shapes and outlines hinting at the contours of the rooms they inhabit. No pearl is more striking than the one in the Girl with a Pearl Earring. On the surface of that large pearl—so large it was probably not a real pearl at all, but a glass teardrop varnished to  give it a pearly sheen—we see reflected her collar, her turban, the window that illuminates her off to the left, and, indistinctly, the room where she sits.2 Look closely at one of Vermeer’s pearls, and his ghostly studio floats into view.

This endless reflectivity, writ large, nods toward the greatest discovery that people in the seventeenth century made: that the world, like this pearl, was a single globe suspended in space. It was their burden to confront the idea of the world as an unbroken surface on which there is no place that cannot be reached, no place that is not implied by every other place, no event that belongs to any world but the one they now had to share. It was their burden as well to inhabit a reality imbued with a permanent restlessness, where people were in constant motion and things might travel half the globe just so that a buyer here could obtain what a maker there had made. These burdens forced people to think about their lives in fresh and unfamiliar ways. For some, such as Song Yingxing, the author of China’s first encyclopedia of technology, Exploitation of the Works of Nature (1637), this mobility was a sign of living in more open and better times. “Carriages from the far southwest may be seen traversing the plains of the far northeast,” he enthuses in the preface to his encyclopedia, and “officials and merchants from the south coast travel about freely on the North China Plain.” In the old days, you “had to resort to the channels of international trade to obtain a fur hat” from foreign lands, but now you could get one from your haberdasher down the street.

For others, the emerging global mobility did not just redefine their idea of the world, but widened horizons and opened opportunities that would not have existed a few decades earlier. However much pleasure Song Yingxing gained from knowing that a new and wider world existed, he was fated to spend his life tucked away in the interior of China as an armchair surveyor of the world—so far from the ocean that he may never have even seen it, let alone sailed on it. Had the Chinese encyclopedist had the opportunities of a Dutchman of his generation, however, he might well have been someone like Willem Cornelisz Schouten. Schouten hailed from the Dutch port of  Hoorn, home to many of the first generation of Dutch sea captains. He first circumnavigated the globe between 1615 and 1617, and then was back in Asian waters with the VOC in the 1620s. Schouten did not survive the long sea journey home across the Indian Ocean in 1625, however. He died of unrecorded causes just before his ship reached Antongil Bay on the east coast of Madagascar, and was buried there. An anonymous epitaph in verse epitomizes him as personifying the spirit of his age.

In this our western world, where he was born and bred,
Brave Schouten could not rest; his inmost soul afire
Urged him to seek beyond, to voyage and strive ahead.

The poet could have bemoaned brave Schouten’s death as a failure to return home to Hoorn, but he doesn’t. Instead, he celebrates this sailor’s death as a great success, the culmination of the global life he had chosen to live.

’Tis meet then that he lies i’ the world of his desire,
Safe after all his travels. Oh great and eager mind,
Repose in blessed peace!

Dying abroad in the seventeenth century was not banishment from home for Schouten, but permanent residence in the world he desired. The only final end for Schouten, should he ever tire of Madagascar, was not Hoorn but heaven.

   . . . Yet if they soul refuse
In narrow Antongil for e’er to stay confined,
Then (as in earthly life so fearless thou didst choose
The unknown channel ’twixt the seas of East and West,
Outstripping the sun’s course by a whole day and night),
Ascend thou up, this time surpassing the sun’s height,
And find in heaven with God hope and eternal rest.

The commanding passion of the seventeenth century, on both sides of the globe, was to navigate “the unknown channel ’twixt the seas of East and West”; to reduce that once unbridgeable distance through travel, contact, and new knowledge; to pawn one’s place of birth for the world of one’s desire. This was the fire within seventeenth-century souls. Not everyone was thrilled with the disorder and dislocation that the passions of great and eager minds produced. One Chinese official complained in 1609 that the end result of this whirlwind of change was simply that “the rich become richer and the poor, poorer.” Even Willem Schouten may have had his doubts about the whole business as he lay in his hammock and drifted into death. But enough people were drawn into the vortex of movement to believe that they too could outstrip the sun’s course. Their world—and it was fast becoming our world—would never be the same. No surprise, then, that artists as homebound as Johannes Vermeer were catching glimpses of the change.



2 

VERMEER’S HAT
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VERMEER MUST HAVE owned several hats. No document mentions this, but no Dutchman of his generation and status went out in public bareheaded. Take a look at the people in the foreground of View of Delft, and you will see that everyone, male and female, has a hat or head covering. A poor man made do with wearing a slouch cap known as a klapmuts, but the better sort flaunted the kind of hat we see in Officer and Laughing Girl (see plate 2). We should not be surprised to see the officer wearing his lavish creation indoors. When Vermeer painted a man without a hat, he was someone at work: a music teacher or a scientist. A courting man did not go hatless. The custom for men to remove their hats when entering a building or greeting a woman (a custom generally forgotten today) was not yet being observed. The only person before whom a European gentleman bared his head was his monarch, but as Dutchmen prided themselves in bowing to no monarch and scorned those who did, their hats stayed on. Vermeer himself wears hats in the two scenes into which he painted himself. In his cameo appearance as a musician in The Procuress, he wears an extravagant beret that slouches almost to his shoulder. In The Art of Painting ten years later, he wears a much smaller black beret, even then the distinguishing badge of the artist.

Vermeer had other social roles to play, and so needed other costumes in which to play them. He enjoyed the gentlemanly prestige of being a “marksman” in the Delft militia, though there is no evidence he knew how to use a firearm. A pike, breastplate, and iron helmet ap- pear in the inventory of his possessions that wife Catharina Bolnes drew up after his death as a deposition in her application for bankruptcy, but there is no gun, and no military costume. To judge from the many portraits from the period showing Dutch gentlemen in such costume, he would have needed a grand felt hat of just the sort the soldier in Officer and Laughing Girl is wearing. A beret would have been considered flippant, and an iron helmet was uncomfortable to wear and only donned for combat. Being a militiaman involved a certain social distinction that one had to maintain by dressing properly, so Vermeer must have owned a hat like the one we see in Officer and Laughing Girl.

What we don’t know is whether he owned that particular hat. There is no sign of one in the posthumous inventory, but as hats of this sort were expensive and Catharina was desperately short of cash, she might well have sold it in the two and a half months between his death and her filing for bankruptcy protection. What we do know is that there was a hatter in the family. Dirck van der Minne, the uncle who had a son and two grandsons in the East Indies when his will was read in 1657, was a felt maker and hatter. Perhaps Uncle Dirck made hats for Vermeer. Perhaps we are looking at one of them in Officer and Laughing Girl.

The hat will be the door inside this painting that we will open, but let us briefly consider the painting itself. What do we see? An exuberantly dressed officer in scarlet tunic, larger than life (the effect of a trick of visual distortion that Vermeer liked to play), wooing a beautiful young woman (my guess is that we are looking at Catharina). The content of the scene might seem highly individual, but it belongs firmly to the era in which Vermeer painted it, for it presents an almost generic account of the new rules governing how young men and women in polite Dutch society courted in the late 1650s.

A few decades earlier, officers did not have the opportunity to sit bantering like this with women of higher station. Custom did not tolerate private meetings between wooer and wooed. During Vermeer’s lifetime, the rules of courtship shifted, at least in urban Holland. Civility pushed aside military prowess as the way to win a woman. Romance took over from cash-in-hand as the currency of love, and the home became the new theater for acting out the tension between the genders. Men and women still negotiated over sex and companionship—this is exactly what the officer and the laughing girl are doing—but the negotiation was now disguised as banter, not barter, and its object was marriage and a solid brick house with leaded window panes and expensive furnishings, not an hour in bed. 

As the new emblems of bourgeois life crowded out cash, and politesse replaced rowdiness, the interactions of men and women became more restrained, more subtle and refined. And so the artists who painted scenes of flirtation no longer set them within lively brothels, as they did earlier in the seventeenth century, but within domestic interiors. Vermeer lived at the cusp of this shift in gender relations, and of the painterly conventions that went along with them. Officer and Laughing Girl shows him working out the consequences of this shift. 

Soldiers who fought in the long Dutch war of independence against Spain might once have claimed women as the spoils of war, but that age was finished. This may be why Vermeer has hung The New and Accurate Topography of All Holland and West Friesland on the back wall of the room behind the conversing couple. The map originated from a piece of commissioned propaganda celebrating the Dutch struggle for independence prior to the truce of 1609, but that war was now well in the past.1 Officers no longer had the same battlefield role to play and could not claim quite the same authority and respect. This reversal in the prestige of soldiering may be what Vermeer is alluding to by reversing the color scheme on the map, making the land blue and the water brown. Land and sea have traded places; so too soldiers and civilians face each other in a different social order. So too, perhaps, men and women have changed roles, for despite the swagger of the officer in the picture, it is he who implores and she who controls the terms of the bargain of marriage that they might make. These reversals were part of the larger transition that Dutch society was undergoing in Vermeer’s time: from military to civil soci- ety, from monarchy to republicanism, from Catholicism to Calvinism, merchant house to corporation, empire to nation, war to trade.

The door we go to in this painting is not the map, however, but the hat, for on the other side of that door lies the passageway that leads out into the wider world. At the end of the passageway we find ourselves at a place now known as Crown Point on Lake Champlain on the morning of 30 July 1609.



“THEY GAZED AT ME AND I at them,” Samuel Champlain wrote, recalling the moment when he stepped forward from the ranks of his Native allies with an arquebus in his hands. Champlain was the leader of a French mission on the St. Lawrence River seeking to probe the Great Lakes region for a northwest passage to the Pacific. Arrayed against him were dozens of Mohawk warriors in wooden armor. Three chiefs stood at the front. They froze at the sight of him, then began to advance. As soon as they raised their bows, Champlain wrote, “I levelled my arquebus and aimed straight at one of the three chiefs.” The wooden slats of their armor were poor protection from gunfire. “With this shot two fell to the ground and one of their companions was wounded, who died of it a little later.”

There had been four lead balls in the chamber of Champlain’s arquebus. At a distance of thirty meters there was no guarantee that even one would find its mark, but somehow three of them did. When the three Mohawk chiefs fell, two of them dead on the spot, the warriors behind them froze in shock. A shout of jubilation went up behind Champlain. His allies’ cry was “so loud that one could not have heard it thunder.” Champlain needed this confusion, as it took a full minute to reload an arquebus, during which time he was exposed to return fire from the other side. Before the attackers had time to recover, one of the two French arquebusiers Champlain had sent into the woods fired at their flank through the trees. The shot, reports Champlain, “astonished them again. Seeing their chiefs dead, they lost courage and took to flight, abandoning the field and their fort, and fleeing into the depth of the forest.”
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Samuel Champlain firing at Mohawk warriors on the shore of Lake Champlain, 1609. From Samuel Champlain, Les Voyages du Sieur de Champlain. 

Champlain’s Native allies joined in the assault. A volley of arrows streaked over his head, striking some of the enemy archers and giving him the cover he needed to reload. He fired again into the backs of the retreating Mohawks, killing several more. The battle was over barely minutes after it had begun. Champlain’s allies scalped the dozen dead Mohawks for tokens of victory they could take back to their villages, where they would be greeted by the women swimming out to the canoes and hanging the scalps around their necks. They captured another dozen Mohawks to take north as replacements for the young males whose ranks the intertribal war was constantly thinning on both sides. Some of Champlain’s allies had been hit, but none fatally. The contest had been lopsided—death and defeat on one side, a few arrow wounds on the other—and the victory complete.

What happened that morning was a turning point—Métis historian Olive Dickason has declared it to be the turning point—in the history of the European-Native relationship: the beginning of the long, slow destruction of a culture and a way of life from which neither side has yet recovered. How did all this come about?

Samuel Champlain was part of the first wave of incursions by Europeans into the North American continent. He made his initial journey up the St. Lawrence River into the Great Lakes system—a region he called Canada—in 1603 as a member of a French expedition to establish trading alliances. The most important person he met on that voyage was Anadabijou, chief of a tribe the French called the Montagnais.2 Five thousand Montagnais lived at that time along the north shore of the St. Lawrence River around Tadoussac, where the Saguenay River flows into the St. Lawrence. The Saguenay was an important trade route even before the French arrived on the scene, but their manufactured goods, especially ironwares, increased the flow of furs and copper, which came from as far north as Hudson Bay. Holding Tadoussac enabled Anadabijou and the Montagnais to prosper. It also made them a target of attack from other tribes anxious to control that trade, notably the Mohawks. Anadabijou greeted Champlain with pomp and feasting; he needed an alliance with the French as much as they needed one with him.

Champlain understood that without the support of the Montagnais, the French could not survive a single winter, let alone insinuate their way into existing trading networks. At the same time, however, Champlain realized that allowing Anadabijou to control his access to trade reduced his profits. He had to leapfrog over the Montagnais and expand his contacts farther up the St. Lawrence River to move closer to beaver country. That is why he went on the warpath on Lake Champlain in 1609. He needed allies in the interior to guide him farther up country, and the surest way to secure them was to go with them to war. Trade would pay for the costs of his exploration, but war would earn him the trust on which trade depended. The Montagnais were the first of the “nations,” as Champlain called them, with whom he built a ladder of alliances over his next thirty  years—though by 1608 he was ready to sidestep Anadabijou and relocate the French base farther upriver to the narrows at Québec. But he still traded with the Montagnais and was careful to honor them by traveling exclusively in their canoes when he went upriver to Lake Champlain the following year.

That summer in Québec, Champlain forged an alliance with the son of Iroquet, an Algonquin chief.3 Iroquet was keen to improve his access to European trade goods. He also wanted an alliance, for the Algonquins were even more exposed to the summer raiding of the Mohawks than the Montagnais. Champlain pledged to his son that he would return in June the following year to join Iroquet’s band of warriors in a raid on the Mohawks. With the Algonquins and Montagnais came members of a third nation, the Hurons.4 The four tribes making up the Huron Confederacy lived in some two dozen large settlements across the woodlands north of Lake Ontario, the first of the Great Lakes. They spoke an Iroquoian rather than an Algonkian dialect, but were allied to the Algonquins, not the Iroquois south of Lake Ontario. Champlain had not yet managed to penetrate Huron territory, but he was already known to them. Ochasteguin, one of the Huron tribal chiefs, was allied with Iroquet and used him to gain an introduction to Champlain in 1609. Like Iroquet, Ochasteguin wanted to trade, but he also wanted an ally in his ongoing war with the Iroquois Confederacy.

The Mohawks were the easternmost of five nations that had formed the Iroquois Confederacy in the sixteenth century and controlled the entire woodland region south of Lake Ontario. The Mohawks were known as the eastern gate of the Iroquois and were charged with protecting them on that flank—which exposed them to the arriving Europeans before any of their confederates. They were eager to gain access to European trade goods, especially axes, and raided annually into the St. Lawrence Valley to acquire them. Champlain called the Mohawks the “bad Irocois,” by way of contrasting them with the Hurons, whom he termed the “good Irocois” (the Hurons spoke an Iroquoian dialect).5 The Mohawk threat induced the Hurons, Algonquins, and Montagnais to revitalize an alliance among themselves to deal with this threat. They were initially unsure how staunch their French allies would be, and suspected that, being traders, they might have no great enthusiasm for going to war. Iroquet and Ochasteguin both confided to Champlain that a rumor had been circulating during the hard winter of 1608 that the French were traders who had no interest in fighting.
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TRADE ROUTES IN THE GREAT LAKES REGION

Champlain challenged the rumor, assuring them it was untrue. “I have no other intention than to make war; for we have with us only arms and not merchandise for barter,” he declared at their first meeting. “My only desire is to perform what I have promised you.” He even returned the challenge. “Had I known what evil reports would be made to you, I should have held those making such reports far greater enemies than your own enemies.” Iroquet and Ochasteguin graciously replied that they had never believed the rumor, indeed had not even listened to it. Everyone knew they were talking about the Montagnais, who were not happy to be losing their privileged access to French goods, but they shared a larger goal: attacking the Mohawks. The multinational alliance set off on 20 June.

After part of the group split off to take their wives and trade goods back to Huronia, the war party consisted of twenty-four canoes, each with three men. The French had brought along their own shallop, a two-masted riverboat that could seat ten rowers plus a man at the tiller. The French traveled in the shallop, though Champlain preferred to join the Montagnais in their canoes. That shallop soon became a problem. The party had to paddle up the Richelieu River toward Lake Champlain, but there were rapids to ascend. The French boat was too heavy to go up the rapids and too awkward to portage. In the memoirs he wrote for public consumption (and to gain financial support for his venture) in France, Champlain writes that he complained to the chiefs that “they had told us the contrary of what I had seen at the rapids, that is to say, that it was impossible to pass them with the shallop.” The chiefs expressed their sympathy for Champlain’s distress and promised to make up for it by showing him other “fine things.” Ochasteguin  and Iroquet had not been so ungracious as to tell him directly that bringing the shallop was a bad idea. Better that he learn by his own experience rather than confront him and create ill feelings.

As the party went forward, scouts were sent ahead to look for signs of the enemy. Each evening as the light fell, the scouts returned to the main party and the entire camp went to sleep. No one was put on watch. This laxity provoked Champlain, and he made plain his frustrations with his Native allies.

“You should have men posted to listen and see whether they might perceive anything,” he told them, “and not live like bestes as you are doing.” Bestes, the old French spelling for bêtes, or “beasts,” might be better translated as “silly creatures,” or worse, “dumb animals.” A certain level of mutual linguistic incomprehension probably insulated both sides from each other’s verbal barbs. In any case, the problem between them was not just language. A sensible precaution from Champlain’s point of view was, from a Native point of view, nothing of the sort.

“We cannot stay awake,” one of them patiently explained to this exasperated European. “We work enough during the day when hunting.”

The French military perspective could not grasp the logic at work in this situation: that one did only what one had to do, not what one did not have to do. It was folly not to post guards when warriors from the Iroquois Confederacy were close, but it was worse folly to waste precious energy posting them when the enemy was not within striking distance. Champlain imagined warfare in other ways. He could not grasp that Natives organized warfare carefully, but differently from Europeans.

When they came within a day’s journey of Lake Champlain, the war party had to decide whether to forge ahead or turn back. By then the Native warriors were devoting much attention to looking for signs not just of whether Iroquois were in the vicinity, but of whether luck would be with them on this venture. Telling and listening to each other’s dreams was a means to detect the future, yet no one had had a decisive dream. It was time to consult the shaman.

The shaman set up his spirit-possession wigwam that evening to divine the wisest course. Having arranged his hut to his satisfaction, he took off his robe and laid it over the structure, entered it naked, and then went into a trance, sweating and convulsing so violently that the wigwam shook with the force of his possession. The warriors crouched in a circle around the enchanted wigwam, listening to his stream of unintelligible words that seemed be a conversation between the shaman’s own clear voice and the croak of the spirit with whom he was speaking. They also watched for signs of spirit fire that might appear in the air above the wigwam.

The result of the divination was positive. The war party should proceed. That decision made, the chiefs gathered the warriors and laid out the order of battle. They placed sticks on a cleared piece of ground, one for each warrior, to show every man what position he should take when the time for battle came. The men then walked through these formations several times so that they could see how the plan worked and would know what to do when they met the enemy. Champlain liked the planning but not the divination. The shaman he called a “wizard,” a “scoundrel,” a “scamp” who faked the entire production. Those who attended the ceremony got the same contemptuous treatment. Champlain pictured them as “sitting on their buttocks like monkeys” and watching the divination with rapt attention. He calls them “poor people” who were being deceived and defrauded by “these gentlemen.” As he confides to his French readers, “I often pointed out to them that what they did was pure folly and that they ought not to believe in such things.” His allies must have thought him spiritually stunted for his failure to grasp the need for access to higher knowledge.

On one matter of divination, Champlain ended up compromising with local practices. His Native companions regularly asked him about his dreams, as they asked about each other’s, and he was just as persistent in denying having any. But then he did. His dream came when the party was only two or three days away from the moment of contact. By this point they were paddling south on Lake Champlain,  hugging its western shore and far enough south that the Adirondack Mountains were coming into view. They knew that they were getting close to Mohawk territory and now had to travel by night, spending the daylight hours silently hiding in the densest parts of the forest. No fire could be lit, no sound made. Champlain finally succumbed to dreaming.

“I dreamed that I saw in the lake near a mountain our enemies the Iroquois drowning before our eyes,” he declared when he awoke and they asked, as they always did, whether he had had a dream. His allies were thrilled to receive this sign. When he tried to explain that he had desired to save the drowning men in his dream, he was laughed at. “We should let them all perish,” they insisted, “for they are worthless men.” Nonetheless, Champlain’s dream did the trick. It gave his allies such confidence that they no longer doubted the outcome of their raid. Champlain may have been annoyed at “their usual superstitious ceremonies,” as he puts it, but he was canny enough to cross the line of belief that separated him from them and give them what they wanted.

As 29 June dawned and they set up camp at the end of a night of paddling, the leaders met to revise tactics. They explained to Champlain that they would form up in good order to face the enemy, and that he should take a place in the front line. Champlain wanted to suggest an alternative that would make better use of the arquebuses the French were carrying. It annoyed him that he could not explain his battle tactic, which was intended not just to win this battle but to deliver a resounding defeat. Historian Georges Sioui, a Wendat descendant of the Hurons, suspects that Champlain’s goal was to annihilate the Mohawks, not just beat them in one battle. European warfare was not content with just humiliating the enemy and letting them run away, which Native warfare could accept. Their purpose, phrased in our language, was to adjust the ecological boundaries among the tribes in the region. Champlain’s goal, by contrast, was to establish an unassailable position for the French in the interior. He wanted to kill as many Mohawks as possible, not to gain glory as a warrior but to prevent  the Mohawks from interfering with the French monopoly on trade. And he had the weapon to do this: an arquebus.

Champlain’s arquebus would be the hinge on which this raid turned, the stone that shattered the precarious balance among the many Native nations and gave the French the power to rearrange the economy of the region. In 1609, the arquebus was a relatively recent innovation. It was a European invention, although Europeans did not invent firearms; the Chinese were the first to manufacture gunpowder and use it to shoot flames and fire projectiles. But European smiths proved adept at improving the technology and scaling down Chinese cannon into portable and reliable firearms. The arquebus, or “hook gun,” got its name from a hook welded to the carriage. The weight and unwieldiness of the arquebus made it hard to hold steady and take aim with any accuracy. The hook allowed the gunner to suspend his weapon from a portable tripod, thereby steadying it before firing. The other way to stabilize the arquebus was to prop it on a crutch that stood as high as the marksman’s eyes. By early in the seventeenth century, gunsmiths were producing ever lighter arquebuses that could dispense with such accessories. Dutch gunsmiths got the gun down to a marvelously light four and a half kilograms. The weapon Champlain carried was a gun of this lighter sort, French rather than Dutch made but capable of being aimed without the impediment of a hook or crutch.

However streamlined an arquebus might get, firing was still cumbersome. The trigger was in the process of being invented in 1609. As of that date, an arquebusier still had to make do with a matchlock—a metal clip that held a burning fuse known as a match to the gunpowder in the flashpan. When the arquebusier flipped the match down onto the flashpan, the gunpowder ignited and burned its way through a hole in the barrel, causing the gunpowder charge inside the barrel to explode. (By the middle of the seventeenth century, gunsmiths figured out how to build a trigger that was not prone to go off whenever the gun was dropped, at which point the musket replaced the arquebus.) Despite its cumbersome firing mechanism, the arquebus  redrew the map of Europe. No longer did the size of an army determine victory. What mattered was how its soldiers were armed. Dutch gunsmiths put themselves at the forefront of arms technology, providing the armies of the new Dutch state with weapons that were more portable, more accurate, and capable of being mass-produced. Dutch arquebusiers ended Spain’s continental hegemony in Europe and positioned the Netherlands to challenge Iberian dominance outside Europe as well. And French arquebusiers like Champlain gave France the power to penetrate the Great Lakes region, and later to trim Dutch power in Europe.

The development of the arquebus was impelled by the competition among European states, but it gave all Europeans an edge over peoples in other parts of the world. Without this weapon, the Spanish could not have conquered Mexico and Peru, at least not until epidemics kicked in and devastated local populations. This technological superiority allowed the Spanish to enslave the defeated and force them to work in the silver mines along the Andean backbone of the continent, mines that yielded huge quantities of precious metal to finance their purchases on the wholesale markets of India and China. South American bullion reorganized the world economy, connecting Europe and China in a way they had never been connected before, but it worked this magic at gunpoint.

The magic of firearms had a way of slipping from European control when they entered metalworking cultures. The Japanese were particularly quick to learn gunsmithing. The first arquebuses to enter Japan were brought by a pair of Portuguese adventurers who had taken passage there on a Chinese ship in 1543. The local feudal lord was so impressed that he paid them a king’s ransom for their guns and then promptly turned them over to a local swordsmith, who was manufacturing passable imitations inside a year. Within a few decades, Japan was fully armed. When Japan invaded Korea in 1592, the invading army carried tens of thousands of arquebuses into battle against the defenders. Had the Dutch not arrived with superior firearms that the Japanese were keen to acquire, they would not have been allowed to  open their first trading post in in Japan 1609—the very same year in which Champlain demonstrated the power of his arquebus to the dumbfounded Mohawks. (Once Japan had come under a unified command, its rulers chose in the 1630s to opt out of the vicious cycle of escalating firearms development by banning all further imports, effectively imposing disarmament on the country, which lasted until the middle of the nineteenth century.)

Native American cultures did not yet know how to work metal, but quickly learned to use firearms and acquired them through trade. Champlain tried to block guns from leaking into Native culture, realizing that it would undercut his military advantage. He was able to win his battle on Lake Champlain in 1609 because guns had not yet fallen into the hands of the Mohawks. Other European traders were not so careful. The English traded guns for fur pelts, but only with their allies. The Dutch trading out of New Amsterdam (now New York) were less discriminating. They sold arquebuses to anyone. Native traders soon learned the value of guns and made access to them the price of trade. As a result, guns poured into the interior and were soon being traded well beyond the reach of the Europeans. The Dutch eventually realized that the arquebuses they were selling to their allies were ending up in the hands of their enemies, so they declared that any European trading guns to the Natives would be executed. Unfortunately for them, that order was too late by at least a decade.

Champlain’s arquebus played one more role in his campaign. It happened the day after the battle was over. One price of defeat was human sacrifice. The sacrifice could not be performed at the site of the battle. The Algonkians and Hurons were deep in Mohawk territory and feared the quick return of their enemies, and in greater numbers. The surprise of the first victory could not be repeated; they had to leave. But they would not give up the Mohawk warriors they had captured. Young males were too valuable to waste. Some would be taken home and, if possible, integrated into the tribes of those who had captured them. But one, at least, would be sacrificed. They hobbled the captives by cutting the sinews in their legs, bound their  arms, trundled them into their canoes, and headed north as fast as they could paddle. By sunset that day they put close to forty kilometers behind them, enough distance to perform the business of sacrifice. It was serious business, and would take all night.

The sacrifice of one Mohawk warrior was performed to thank the spirits who had aided them in battle, honoring them for the dream signs they had given and avenging the spirits of warriors whom other Iroquois had killed in earlier raids. It was also a rite of the deepest seriousness for the victim, the ultimate test of courage that either would mark him as a great warrior or humiliate him as a coward. The rite started with an invitation to sing his war chant. As he sang, his captors drew glowing sticks from the fire and burned his torso. They did this slowly. The ordeal had to last until the sun rose. Whenever the Mohawk warrior passed out, they poured cooling water on his back to revive him. A night of torment ended at dawn with disembowelment and ritual cannibalism.

Champlain wanted to end the torture before it had run its course. The captured Mohawk had committed no crime, nor did he possess useful information, and that in European terms was supposed to rule out the use of torture.

“We do not commit such cruelties,” Champlain declared. “We kill people outright. If you wish me to shoot him with the arquebus, I should be glad to do so.” Then he stalked away, making a show of his displeasure. His Native allies were distressed, and invited him to return and shoot their victim, if that would please him. Champlain got his way—not because the Natives accepted that his course was right and theirs wrong, but because etiquette required them to defer to a guest’s wishes. Perhaps they assumed that an arquebus shot was how Frenchmen conducted their victory sacrifices.



OCHASTEGUIN AND CHAMPLAIN LINKED UP again the following summer and inflicted a second crushing defeat on the Mohawks. At their third meeting, in the summer of 1611, Ochasteguin brought with him several other chiefs from the Huron Confederacy. Both sides  wanted to negotiate an enlargement of direct trading. As a pledge of their good faith, the Huron chiefs gave four strings of shell beads to Champlain—what is known as wampum, a form of both currency and contract in Native culture. The four strings tied together signified that the chiefs of the four tribes of the Huron Confederacy committed themselves to an alliance with the French. The Huron Alliance Belt, as it is known, still survives.

Along with the wampum, the Huron chiefs presented Champlain with a gift of what he most wanted: fifty beaver pelts. The Hurons may not have understood why the French wanted an endless supply of beaver fur, other than knowing how valuable it was in their own culture. The French did not want the pelts for the lustrous outer fur, as Natives did, to line or trim garments. What they wanted was the underfur, which provided the raw material for manufacturing felt. Beaver fur is uniquely barbed and therefore prone to bind well when stewed in a toxic stew of copper acetate and mercury-laced Arabic glue. (Hatters had a reputation for being mad because of the toxic soup they inhaled during their work.) The result, once pounded and dried, is the very best felt for making the very best hats.

Before the fifteenth century, European hatters had made felt for hats from the indigenous European beaver, but overtrapping decimated the beaver population and the clearing of wilderness areas in northern Europe eradicated their natural habitats. The fur trade then moved north into Scandinavia until overtrapping drove Scandinavian beavers into extinction as well, and beaver hats along with them.

In the sixteenth century, hatters were forced to use sheep’s wool to make felt. Wool felt is not ideal for hats, being coarse by comparison and lacking the natural ability of beaver hairs to thatch. Felt makers could mix in a dose of rabbit hair to help the thatching, but the result was still not as sturdy. Wool felt tended to absorb the rain rather than repel it, and to lose its shape as soon as it got wet. Wool was also unattractive because of its indifferent pale color. It could be dyed, but the natural dyes felt makers used did not fix well, especially in the rain. Wool felt also lacked the strength and pliability of beaver fur.  The standard headgear of the Dutch poor, the klapmuts, was made out of wool felt, which is why it slouched.

Toward the end of the sixteenth century, two new sources of beaver pelts opened up. The first was Siberia, into which Russian trappers were moving in search of better hunting. The overland shipping distances were great, however, and the Russian supply was unreliable, despite Dutch attempts to control the Baltic trade to guarantee the shipping of furs into Europe. The other source opening at about the same time was Canada. Europeans fishing along the eastern coast of North America where the St. Lawrence River opened into the Atlantic discovered that the eastern woodlands were full of beavers, and Native trappers were prepared to sell them for a good price.

When beaver pelts from Canada began to come onto the European market in small quantities in the 1580s, demand skyrocketed. Beaver hats made a huge comeback. The fashion first caught on among merchants, but within a few decades the style spread to courtly and military elites. Soon, anyone with any social pretension had to have a “beaver,” as these hats were known. In the 1610s, the price of a beaver had risen to ten times the price of a wool felt hat, splitting the hat market into those who could afford beavers and those who couldn’t. (One effect of the price split was the emergence of an active resale market for those who could not afford a new beaver but did not want to resort to wearing a klapmuts. European governments regulated the secondhand hat market closely, out of a reasonable fear of lice-borne diseases.)

Status competition among those who could afford beavers, and the struggle for market share among those who made them, drove hatters to concoct ever more outlandish creations in order to stay ahead of their competitors. Fine distinctions of color and nap fed into the fashion whirligig and kept the style conscious on their toes. Crowns went up and down, narrowed and widened, arched and sagged. Brims started widening in the 1610s, turning up or flopping down as fashion dictated, but always getting bigger. Colorful hatbands were added to distinguish the truly fashionable from the less so, and showy  decorations were stuck into them. We can’t tell what the soldier in Officer and Laughing Girl has stuck in his hatband, but his headwear was the very latest in Dutch male fashion—it was also coming to the end of its fashion life, and would be gone within a decade or so.

The opening of the Canadian supply of beaver pelts stimulated the demand for hats, which in turn pushed up prices for consumers and profits for pelt dealers. This surge was a huge boon for the French then trying to establish their first tiny colonies in the St. Lawrence Valley, for it furnished them with an unexpectedly profitable source of income to cover the costs of exploration and colonization. Trade goods valued at one livre when they left Paris bought beaver skins that were worth 200 livres when they arrived back there. The trade also bound Native people closer to the Europeans. In the early years, Native trappers thought they were getting the better of their trading partners. “The Beaver does everything perfectly well,” chuckled a Montagnais trapper to a French missionary. “It makes kettles, hatchets, swords, knives, bread; and, in short, it makes everything.” Europeans he thought gullible for the prices they paid for pelts, particularly the English in New England, to whom he sold his pelts. “The English have no sense; they give us twenty knives like this for one Beaver skin.” The French paid at rates slightly below the English. What the Europeans gave was of far greater value than what the beaver skins were worth in the Native economy. Each side thought the other was overpaying, and both in a sense were right, which is why the trade was such a success. 

The year 1609 was for Champlain a crucial moment in the fur trade. The ten-year monopoly that his business consortium enjoyed had been set to run out the previous year, and the Parisian hatters’ corporation fought hard to end the monopoly so that prices might come down. Champlain fought back, fearing that, without the monopoly, his project would become financially unviable. Before the monopoly expired, he appealed to King Henri for an extension. His application succeeded, but only to the extent of gaining him one year. So as of 1609, the beaver market was open to all comers. Competitors moved in immediately, driving the price of beaver fur down  by 60 percent. Champlain’s sole hope was to use his personal alliances to position his operations farther upriver than his competitors. To keep the Huron market to himself, he exchanged a symbolic son (having married late, he had none of his own) with Ochasteguin as a pledge of mutual support. The loss of the royal monopoly thus had the effect of spurring Champlain to probe farther into the continent.

Champlain pushed west in search of furs, but he went in search of something else as well: China. When he explained to Henri why he needed the monopoly continued, he pointed out that he was not seeking simply to benefit his business partners. The furs he was buying were needed to pay for something more important: “the means of discovering the passage to China without the inconvenience of the northern icebergs, or the heat of the torrid zone through which our seamen, with incredible labours and perils, pass twice in going and twice in returning.” Champlain needed to keep fur prices high in Paris so that they could pay for the costs of getting to China.

This was not a new idea. It is set out in the terms of the original commission he received from Henri in 1603: that he should “try to find a route easy to traverse through this country to the countries of China and the East Indies, or elsewhere, as far as possible, along the coasts and on the mainland.” His charge then had been to search for “a passage that would facilitate commerce with the people of the East.” That is what continued to inspire his westward penetration of the continent.

The two known routes from Europe to China, around the southern tips of Africa and South America, were notoriously long and difficult, and were in any case heavily patrolled and defended by the Portuguese and Spanish. Then there were the Northwest and Northeast passages, one around the Americas and the other above Russia. The Dutch and English had already shown the Arctic routes around Russia and Canada to be infeasible, though some still hoped that the passage Henry Hudson found into Hudson Bay might yield a connection to a route through to the Pacific. France’s sole hope of getting to  the fabled East without being knocked about by icebergs or the other European powers was to find a passage across the North American continent. Champlain needed Native knowledge to show him this hidden way, and he also needed Native trade to provide him with commodities profitable enough to pay for the costs. He was not interested in conquest or colonization for their own sakes. He had one dream only: to find a passage to China.

Jacques Cartier before him had explored the mouth of the St. Lawrence, and Jean Alfonse de Saintonge had sailed along the Labrador coast in the 1540s, though neither succeeded in finding a route to China. But that was the reason why they and others after them were exploring these waters. When the Englishman George Weymouth sailed into the Arctic during Champlain’s first visit to the New World, he carried a letter from Elizabeth I addressed to the emperor of China, with translations in Latin, Spanish, and Italian just in case a Jesuit missionary who knew no English was handy to translate from one of these languages into Chinese. Weymouth never reached his destination or delivered Elizabeth’s letter to her brother-monarch, but that had been his hope. Champlain was fired by the same hope. He, however, decided that the route to China lay not around the continent but through it. His hope was that the St. Lawrence River would lead to China. A memory of that dream still lingers at Sault St. Louis, a set of rapids near the top of the St. Lawrence where Champlain had to turn back in 1603. Fifteen years later he proposed this as the location for a riverside customs house that would tax the trade goods passing this point once the connection had been made. The place is now called Lachine—“China.”6



THE DREAM OF GETTING TO China is the imaginative thread that runs through the history of early-modern Europe’s struggle to escape from its isolation and enter the wider world. The thread begins where the fourteenth century ends, when a Venetian merchant returned from his travels in China and regaled anyone who would listen with stories of strange lands and fabulous wealth in the East. The  Venetians called him Il Milione, “the Man of a Million Stories,” Marco Polo. His enthralling Travels, written down for him by a writer of popular romances while they were both whiling away their time in prison, became the bestseller of the fifteenth century. Polo’s vision of China under the Mongol rule of Khubilai Khan—“the great Cham,” as Europeans knew him—was compelling for the simple reason that there was no court as splendid, no realm as vast, no economy as large, and no cities as grand in fourteenth-century Europe. The place called Cathay was the epitome of wealth and power at the far, unreachable end of the Eurasian world.

When Christopher Columbus launched his fleet of three tiny ships westward across the Atlantic a century later in 1492 (taking a copy of Marco Polo’s Travels with him), he already understood that the world was round, and that sailing west would convey him to Asia. He knew enough to expect to reach Japan first, with China just beyond it. What he didn’t know was how great a distance separated Asia from Europe. And what he didn’t expect was that a continent lay between them. When he returned to Spain, he reported to King Ferdinand that, upon reaching the island of Hispaniola (now the Dominican Republic), “I thought it might be terra firma, the province of Cathay.” It wasn’t, so Columbus had to convince the king that the first voyage had almost reached its destination, and that the second could not fail to complete the journey. If the island wasn’t China or Japan, then it must be an island off Japan’s east coast. The fabled riches of China were therefore within reach. In the meantime, he assured Ferdinand, the island he had discovered was sure to yield gold, once his sailors went looking for it. He thus turned his losing card—Hispaniola wasn’t Japan or China— into a winning card. But he believed that the next island would be Japan, and beyond that would be China.

China’s fabled wealth was Europe’s obsession, which is why Ferdinand agreed to fund Columbus’s second voyage. As Europeans developed a better sense of global geography, the passion for getting to China only grew stronger, and the possibility of actually doing so more within reason. Shakespeare echoes this fantasy when he has  Benedick scorn the company of Beatrice in Much Ado About Nothing by declaring that he would rather fetch “a hair of the Great Cham’s beard” than speak to her. His London audience knew what he was talking about. They would have agreed that it might be about the most difficult vow a man could put on himself, but it could be done. At the turn of the seventeenth century, the idea of this fabled realm was very much alive, and the dream of riches that went with it only shone brighter. A Chinese proverb of the time held that Chinese have two eyes, Europeans have one, and the rest of the world is blind—a backhanded compliment for a people consumed with a single vision. 

This is why Champlain was journeying up the St. Lawrence: to find a transcontinental water route to China. The idea was well-established, for the great Antwerp mapmaker Abraham Ortelius marks such a channel in red on a map he printed in 1570. Even after Champlain, the French cartographer Jean Guérard perpetuates the idea on the map of North America in his Universal Hydrographical Chart of 1634, noting in the blank space west of the Great Lakes that “it is believed there is a passage from there to Japan.”7

Asking Natives what route to take to get to China elicited no response, so Champlain instead asked them about saltwater. One Native up the St. Lawrence River told him in the summer of 1603 that the water of the lake (today’s Lake Huron) beyond the lake (Lake Erie) that flowed into the next lake (Lake Ontario) was salty. This was the news Champlain thirsted after, but other Algonquins in the area contradicted this report. Still he kept asking. An Algonquin youth claimed that the water at the far west end of the first lake he would come to (today’s Lake Ontario) was brackish. This was all the encouragement Champlain needed. He vowed that he would return and taste it for himself, though it would be years before he could go that far into the interior. In 1613, Étienne Brûlé, the symbolic son Champlain had exchanged with Ochasteguin, reported to him that Lake Huron was after all not salty. It was two more summers before Champlain himself visited the lake. He tasted the water and found it douce, “sweet.” This confirmed the sad fact that Lake Huron was not linked to the Pacific Ocean.

Champlain was a cartographer—it was his mapmaking skills that first brought him to the attention of his superiors on his first voyage—and through his life he drew a series of detailed maps of what was then called New France. His third map, produced in 1616, is the first to show Lake Huron. He labels it Mer Douce, the Sweet-water Sea, acknowledging the new truth while perhaps reminding himself that the search was still underway. Champlain introduces one ambiguity into this map, and one exaggeration. The ambiguity is where the Sweetwater Sea ends—he has allowed it to extend mysteriously off the left-hand side of the map, for who knows where it might lead? The exaggeration lies to the north. He has drawn the shoreline of the Arctic Ocean, the Mer du Coté du Nord, such that it sweeps south and comes very close to Lake Huron—a link to saltwater was surely out there somewhere. His message? The French need only to persevere with their explorations and they (he) will find the hidden transcontinental passage connecting France to China.

Sixteen years later, Champlain published his final map of New France. This version provides a much fuller portrait of the Great Lakes, though Erie and Michigan have still not appeared. Champlain has learned that Mer Douce, the Sweetwater Sea, does not stretch on forever westward to the Pacific but comes to an end (this name would soon fade away in favor of Lac des Hurons, or Lake Huron). Beyond this freshwater lake and connected by a series of rapids, however, there appears yet another body of water, a Grand Lac of unknown size and extent (today’s Lake Superior): another lake in a chain that might one day prove to be the route to China.

Champlain never got to Lake Superior, but Jean Nicollet did. Nicollet was one of Champlain’s coureurs de bois, or “woodland runners,” who were infiltrating the interior and operating extensive networks of trade. A year or two before Champlain published his map of 1632, Nicollet reached a tribe that no European had yet encountered, whom he, or someone, called the Puants, the Stinkers. Champlain includes them on his final map, on which he indicates a “Nation des Puants,” or Nation of Stinkers, living beside a lake that drains into  the Sweetwater Sea. “Stinkers” is an unfortunate translation of an Algonquin word meaning dirty water—which is the term Algonquins used to describe brackish water, that is, water that tasted of salt. The Stinkers did not call themselves Puants. They were Ouinipigous, a name we spell today as Winnebagoes.8 But the word got attached to them by a convoluted logic that was always insisting that the next body of water over the horizon must be salty, must be “stinky”— must be the Pacific Ocean.9

The chief of the Winnebagoes invited Jean Nicollet to be his guest at a great feast of welcome. Nicollet understood the importance of protocol. When he presented himself before the thousands who came great distances to attend the feast hosted in his honor, he wore the finest item he had in his baggage: a Chinese robe embroidered with flowers and birds.

There was no way that an up-country agent such as Nicollet acquired this garment on his own. He would not have had access to such a thing, let alone the money to buy it. The robe must have been Champlain’s. But how did Champlain acquire it? Only in the early years of the seventeenth century were curiosities of this sort starting to make their way from China to northern Europe. As this garment no longer exists, we have no way to trace it. The likely origin was a Jesuit missionary in China, who brought or sent it back to Europe as a testimonial of the cultured civilization to which he had devoted his life. The English traveler John Evelyn saw a set of Chinese robes in Paris, and marveled at them. They were “glorious Vests, wrought & embroidered on cloth of Gold, but with such lively colours, as for splendor and vividnesse we have nothing in Europe approaches.” Nothing like Nicollet’s robe could have been obtained in Paris during Champlain’s early years in Canada, so he must have bought it on his two-year furlough in 1624–26—and paid an exorbitant price— because he believed the thing had value for his enterprise in Canada. He knew that Jesuits dressed themselves in the Chinese manner when they appeared at court, and if he himself did not have a chance to wear the Chinese robe, then his envoy might. When you show up at  court, you have to be correctly dressed. As things turned out, it was the Winnebagoes, not the Chinese, who got to enjoy the sight.

Nicollet’s robe is simply another sign that Champlain’s dream was to reach China. The dream had been with him right from the beginning of his adventures in North America. As a poet friend who composed a dedicatory verse for his first memoirs in 1603 wrote, Champlain had dedicated himself “to travel still further, convert the peoples, and discover the East, whether by North or South, so as to get to China.” All his exploring, alliance building, and fighting was for this purpose alone. China was the reason why Champlain risked his life to shoot and kill the three Mohawk chiefs on the shore of Lake Champlain. He needed to control the trade that supplied the felt makers of Europe, but far more than that, he needed to find a route to China. Nicollet’s robe was a prop for this vision, Vermeer’s hat a by-product of the search.



CHAMPLAIN’S GREAT VENTURE DID NOT succeed, of course. The French would never get to China by canoeing across Canada. Whether they failed or succeeded, their effort imposed terrible losses on the inhabitants of the eastern woodlands. Worst hit were the Hurons. Waves of infectious diseases spread from the Europeans into the Huron Confederacy in the 1630s, climaxing in 1640 with a virulent smallpox epidemic that slashed the population to a third of its original number of 25,000. Desperate to save their communities from annihilation, some Hurons turned to the teachings of the French Jesuit missionaries, who started infiltrating Huronia in the 1620s. Some may have gained comfort from Jesuit lessons in Christian humility, but that benefit did little to offset the more tangible effect of a collapse in their capacity to resist the Iroquois. The French decision to reverse the ban on firearms sales to the Hurons in 1641— though only to Christian converts—came too late for this nation to arm itself effectively against its enemies.

In the summer and fall of 1649, several thousand Hurons withdrew to Gahoendoe, an island in the southeastern corner of the Sweetwater  Sea. Some four dozen French missionaries, artisans, and soldiers joined them. The Hurons preferred to set up camp by the edge of an inland lake, whereas the French decided to construct a visible palisade by the shore, preparing for a last stand against the Iroquois. This last stand is commemorated in today’s name for Gahoendoe, Christian Island.

That last stand turned out to be a battle not against Iroquois warriors but against hunger. The island was too small to support enough game to feed so many refugees, and the corn they planted went in the ground too late to ripen. As fall lengthened into winter, the fish they could catch and the six hundred bushels of acorns they bought from tribes further north proved insufficient to feed everyone, and famine struck. Hardest hit were the children. A Jesuit missionary who visited the village describes a slack-breasted mother who watched her children “die in her arms, one after another, and had not even the strength to cast them into the grave.” The melodrama of his account communicates the severity of the suffering that winter, though he was wrong about that last detail. When a team of archaeologists and Native assistants excavated the site some three decades ago, they uncovered in the sandy soil next to the village the skeletal remains of children who died of malnutrition, and those remains had been buried with care. After the dig was completed, the bones were just as carefully relaid, and the young deciduous forest allowed to reclaim the site so that no one would know where the graves lay, and none could come again to disturb them.

Toward the end of the winter, several hundred Hurons decided to take their chances crossing the ice and surrendering to the Iroquois parties patrolling the mainland, but the ice underneath their feet gave way and many drowned. The rest waited for the thaw, then set out on different courses. One group disappeared northward into the interior, and another escorted the French back to Québec. Their descendants, the Wendat, still live there today.

An airy grove of beech and birch trees has grown over the site of the last Huron village on Christian Island. Unless you happen to know  where the village was, you will never find it. I spend my summers on Christian Island, which is now an Ojibwe reserve, and I cannot walk the dappled path that angles past the place where the children are buried without thinking back to the starvation winter of 1649–50, marveling at the vast web of history that ties this hidden spot to global networks of trade and conquest that came into being in the seventeenth century. The children are lost links in that history, forgotten victims of the desperate European desire to find a way to China and a way to pay for it, tiny actors in the drama that placed Vermeer’s hat on the officer’s head.
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