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State ArcMves %nOverijssel at Zwolle
he person of Kiliaen van Rensselaer,founder of the
patroonship of Rensselaerswijck, has fascinated historians of different generations and even today still
excites the imagination. Perhaps it is exactly the
paradoxical element in Van Rensselaer’s career that
intrigues us so much. Here is a great propagandist for
colonization of North America who’ himself never set
foot on American soil: a sly merchant who gathered a
fortune in Holland in a short time, but investedthousands
of guilders in an American patroonship, which yielded
him hardly a dime. And what about a man with an open
eye for the greatpossibilities of modemagriculture, who
at the same time acquired a manor with subordinate
tenants, but who looked-in
the eyes of some
observers-like a feudal baron, driven by the profit
motive?

the close tie between trade and agriculture in the seventeenth-century Dutch Republic. In the last few decades
several historians have shown that commercial agriculture in the northern Low Countries formed a solid base
for the economic expansion in the late sixteenth and
seventeenthcenturies.3

Former authors have not been able to resist the tendency to put one or some aspectsof Van Rensselaer’s
complicated personality in the middle, and in so doing
have sketcheda sometimesone-sidedpicture of the man
who hasbeenof invaluable importancefor the settlement
of the northern Hudson valley in the seventeenthcentury.

Whoever occupies himself with Kiliaen van
Rensselaer’scareer,soon comesacrosshis origin in the
Veluwe. It is true, Kiliaen van Rensselaerwasborn in the
small town of Hasselt, in Overijssel, but he descended
from a family who named themselves after the estate
Rensselaerbetween Nijkerk and Putten, on the western
fringe of the Veluwe. Kiliaen still had somepossessions
there. It is out of the question-as it was sometimes
suggestedin the past-that the first patroon should be of
noble descentPThe Rensselaerpossessionwas an estate
like many othersin theseregions. At this time theVeluwe
was still called the wild arnd barren countryP and the
wilderness in the middle of it was hardly inhabited.
Agriculture provided only a slenderexistence.

Nissenson, author of the standard work on
Rensselaerswijck,The Patroon’s Domain, thought that
agriculture andcolonization were only pretensesfor Van
Rensselaerand other great shareholdersof the Dutch
West India Company in order to be able to extort
patroonships from the Company. In so doing they
could-according to Nissenson-fasten their hold on the
fur trade.’
At the other end of the spectrum we find the
Dutchman Jessurunwho, in his book about the patroon
published in 1917, sketches an idyllic picture of Van
Rensselaerasa selflessidealist who only in the very last
place thought of his own profit.2 To form a correct
assessmentof Van Rensselaer’s importance for the
development of the area around present-dayAlbany we
must seethe establishmentof patroonshipsin relation to

In this way we will get a more balanced picture not
only of Van Rensselaer’smotives, but also of the results
of his American undertaking. And if we want to judge
the results of his agricultural experiment, we must know
what concrete expectations Kiliaen van Rensselaerhad
of his patroonship. In what follows I will try to find an
answer to these questions. Successively, Van
Rensselaer’s motives, his profit expectations, and the
real results of his agriculture will be treated.

At a young age Kiliaen van Rensselaerwas boarded
out with a relative, Wolfert van Bijler, who had a
jeweller’s firm in Amsterdam. This Van Bijler had
commercial relations far acrossthe borders of the Dutch
Republic. In 1608Kiliaen handled Van Bijler’s affairs at
the court of Rudolf II in Prague. Some years later he
carried on trade for himself as Kiliaen van Rensselaer
and Co. This firm later merged with the businesshouse
of Johan van Wely to the firm of Jan van Wely and Co,
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which had a capital of 192,000 Dutch florins. Van
Rensselaercontributed one eighth to it. For our subject
it is of importance that as early as 1620 Van Rensselaer
appearedto be concernedwith land reclamation, namely
in the Gooi. Eight years later in this region he became
the owner of the estate Crailo near Huizen, which to a
great extent consisted of unreclaimed land.6 One year
before, in December 1627,he had married as his second
wife Anna van Wely, the daughter of his deceased
partner. This marriage probably strongly enlarged Van
Rensselaer’strading capital, especially considering that
Anna’s father, who was Prince Maurits’s court jeweller,
was known to be very rich.7 Like so many merchantsof
his time Van Rensselaermust have consideredthe opening of wilderness regions in his native country as a
favorable possibility for investment and perhaps his
descentfrom the Veluwe contributed to the fact that he
directed himself also to the less fertile and sandy soil of
the Gooi. These two aspects:his knowledge of farming
on the Veluwe and his connections with reclamationson
the ‘difficult’ soil of the Gooi are-in my opinion--of
essential importance if one wants to understand Van
Rensselaer’saims with his American patroonship.
Van Rensselaer’srelations with the Dutch West India
Company date from the very first beginning of this
commercial undertaking. Whoever reviews the history
of New Netherland from 1624 to 1630 gets the impression that the colony, begun so hopefully, was more or
less forgotten by the Company after someyears. Maybe
the defeatin Brazil and the first disappointmentsin New
Netherland had called for caution, and the Company
directors tightened the purse strings. According to Van
Rensselaer the colony was grossly neglected by the
Company. The fact that it took a number of years to
cultivate sufficient land in order to make the colony
self-supporting, was not reckoned with. Insufficient
supplies were sent to the colonists, so that they were
compelled to barter merchandise against food with the
Indians, as a result of which the Company suffered great
losses.Besides, they had neglected to replace promptly
the cattle that had died. Another causeof the problems
the first colonists confronted was-according to Van
Rensselaer-the bad connection with the fatherland,Not
three small ships, but one bigship should,havebeensent
yearly.8
Even when taking the ,iiew that the Company,only
aimed at making New Netherland.self-supporting by
establishing a limited number of farms (the twelve that
wereoriginally planned at Manhattan)(the colony cannot
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be consideredsuccessfulby 1630.By the gloomy tidings
that were coming in from North America the contrast
between supportersand opponents of colonization was
further driven to extremes.Supporterswere especially to
be found among the commissionersfor New Netherland
in the Chamber of Amsterdam of the Dutch West India
Company. Van Rensselaer was their mlost important
spokesman; to his faction belonged among others:
Samuel Godijn, Samuel Blommaert, Hendrii Hamel,
Pieter Ever&en Hulft, Jonas Witsen, Johannesde Laet
and Michiel PauwP Both within the Amsterdam
Chamberand in theHeren XIX this group wasconfronted
with fierce resistanceof those who put the,profits of the
fur trade fiit.
If we can rely on Van Rensselaer’scommunications,
there was little patience with New Netherland in the
Chamber of Amsterdam. The guilt for the course of
events in North America was entirely fastened on the
commissionersfor New Netherland. The commissioners
and great shareholderssoon realized that nothing was to
be expected from the Company as regards colonization
and they made proposals to take up that colonization at
their own cost, in exchange for certain privileges.
The discussion about these things took place in the
first months of 1628. If we assumethat the situation in
the colony must havebeendiscussedin Amsterdamthen,
as it was in the fall of 1627, scarcely two years after the
great shipment of colonists and cattle, it becomesclear
that conclusions were very quickly drawn about the
slight successof the American territory. If we are to
believe Van Rensselaer,the conflict about the way in
which New Netherland ought to be exploited dated
already from before 1624, and the first settlement had
been the result of his efforts. When the opponents got
wind of the first setbacks,which had to be absorbedat
Manhattan, they “gave the dog a bad name and hung
him.” The opponents especially disliked Van
Rensselaer’sproposal to curtail the fur trade somewhat,
simultaneously with the colonization, last the Indian
hunters in the colony’s hinterland destroy the supply of
beavers.” Perhaps Van Rensselaerhad the misfortune
that the setbacksatManhattan coincided with a collapse
.of the fur trade, which was not the result ,of a careful
,pdlicy as Van Rensselaer advocated, but of a war
between the Mohawk and the Mahican in the northern
‘Hudson Valley, which cameto an end only in 1629.
~PietHein’s conquest of the Spanish slilver fleet in
.1628must haveccontributedto~thefacttbatthe.attention
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Fig. 51. Title page of “Vryheden,” published 1630.
Courtesy of the New-York Historical Society9New York City.
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of Directors and chief participants of the Company again
was directed to rich Brazil, and that they willingly left
the experiment with settlement and agriculture in their
North American colony to someprivate people.
At last in 1629, after long preparations,a charter was
drawn up, in which a number of attractive conditions for
settlement was offered to private founders of colonies.
After an earlier design, in which the fur trade was
prohibited to the future patroons met with fierce resistance of the chief participants, the stipulation appeared
in the charter of 1629, that the patroons were allowed to
carry on the fur trade in places where the Company had
no agent, at a recognition fee of one guilder per skin.
Those who populated a certain territory with fifty
people within a time span of four years would be
acknowledgedaspatroons.The patroonswere free in the
choice of their territory; only Manhattan was excluded.
They did not get the right of ownership by itself; where
necessarythey were to purchaseit from the local Indians.
But by registering a territory as a patroonship, the
patroons laid down their claims. Those claims could not
be impaired by anybody when they complied with the
conditions of the Freedoms and Exemptions, as the
charter was called. The maximum size of their territory
would be four miles along the coastor along one side of
a river, or two miles along both sides of a river.”
Within this territory the patroons had the lower,
middle and higher legal jurisdiction, provided that for all
legal proceedings of more than 50 guilders one had the
right to appeal to Director and Council of New Netherland. The colonists and goods the patroons wanted to
sendto America by ship, would be taken in the ships at
a reasonable rate. Cattle and agricultural implements
would even be transported free, at least as far as the
Company had room in its ships.
In order to have the disposal of a patroonship by last
will, special consent was required, the so-called veniu
testandi.12 It would lead too far afield to go into the
different articles of the Freedoms and Exemptions here.
Notably Van Grol studiedthe charter in Degrondpolitiek
in het Westindische

domein

der Generaliteit.13

Erroneously, in my opinion, several authors have
emphasizedthe anachronistic character of the patroonships. De Roever for instanceassumedthat according to
the charter the affairs in New Netherland were largely
arranged in a “medieval spirit.“14 Nissenson thought
that it concerned a “retrogression from the stagewhich
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political development had attained in the Netherlands.“‘5 According to Condon the Freedoms and
Exemptions were “quite anachronistic in the far from
feudal condition of the Netherlands in the seventeenth
century.“16Were the patroonshipsreally at right angles
to the political andjudicial conditions found in the Dutch
Republic? When we take the situation in [theprovince of
Holland as standard,the answer must be yes. Fiefs had
practically died out in that part of the Netherlands,
Kiliaen van Rensselaerhimself wrote in a letter to Johannesde Laet. In the sameletter however, Van Rensselaer
said that conditions in Utrecht and Gelderland were quite
different. His own estatesnear Nijkerk on the Veluwe
were held as fiefs from the Lady of Elten and the Abbot
of Paderbom, both places in present-day Germany.t7
Condon assertedthat Van Rensselaerhald“no working
knowledge of the systemof feudalism.“18 In light of the
above-mentioned letter this proposition seems
untenable.The patroonshipswere in first iinstancemeant
asa form of exploitation of unreclaimed territories in the
colonies: the patroons had to lay open wilderness
regions. In this connection it is of importance that also
about this time in the wilderness regions of the Dutch
Republic large plots of land were granted (asmanors.We
find a clear example in the province of Drenthe, where
the Provincial Estatespresentedthe mano:rof Dieverder,
Leggelder and Smilder moors to Grand Pensionary
Adriaan Pauw on 19 February 1633. The creation of a
new manor apparently was not frowned upon in the
“Golden Age of the Low Countries”! Just like the
patroons in New Netherland, Adriaan Pauw acquired
high, middle and low jurisdiction of his new domain and
he also obtained tax exemption for his colonists for
twenty years.19
In the charter area of the West India Company, the
patroonshipswere not unique either. The Zkeland Chamber had proclaimed a charter of Freedomsfor the South
American coasteven before the foundation of the North
American patroonships. It would serve as a basis for the
New Netherland Freedoms of 1628 and 1629.2’
In the territory of New Netherland after the proclamation of the Freedoms and Exemptions, five patroonships
were initially registered. Samuel Godijn and Albert
CoenraatsBurgh hadtheir claims laid down on territories
at the South River (Delaware); Samuel Ellommaert intendedto establish a colony at the Fresh River (Connecticut), while Kiliaen van Rensselaerand others21had a
patroonship registered around Fort Orange. Finally, at
the beginning of 1630, Michiel Pauw declared himself
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patroon of a territory north of New Amsterdam,on both
sidesthe HudsonF2 Godijn, Burgh, Van Rensselaerand
Blommaert all were directors in the Chamberof Amsterdam and commissioners for New Netherland. The
latter circumstancebrought Nissensonto the accusation
that the Freedoms and Exemptions were extorted by the
group around Van Rensselaer,who was said to havebeen
interested only in the profits of the fur trade.24This
conception, which was already put forward in the past
century by O’Callaghan, hasalso found its way into the
modern American literature on the subject2’

That thesecalculations were no more than a beautiful
mirage we shall further see. Here it is sufficient to
establishthat, according to his own calculations, agriculture alone in his own patroonship, and certainly in the
long run, simply yielded much more money than the
trade in beaver furs. It is a pity that Nissenson in The
Patroon’s Domain, which is consideredas the standard
book on early Rensselaerswijck, has not taken these
considerations into his argument. That Van Rensselaer
hadagriculture in mind in the first place, I think is shown
by the foregoing.

The argumentspro andcon this proposition wereonce
more arranged by Van Cleaf Bachman in his book
Peltries andPlantations, Hecomesto the conclusion that
Nissenson’s accusation at any rate cannot be proved.26
Though I cannot go into Nissenson’sproposition here in
much detail, I will still put forward some arguments
against his position. To begin with, in my opinion Van
Rensselaer’spersonal involvement in agriculture on the
Veluwe and in reclamationsin the Gooi have not always
been appreciated properly. Moreover there are Van
Rensselaer’s own remarks about the matter in his
correspondence. He wrote thus to his schout Jacob
Planck on the 24th of May, 1635:

Van Rensselaer’shopesran high when in 1630he sent
a first group of colonists to his American possession.
Rumorsabout the great fertility of the region around Fort
Orangehad beencoming in for years.In a letter of 1628
the region had been called “astonishingly fertile and
pleasant.,,29After the war between the Mohawk and the
Mahican, Van Rensselaerhad found the latter willing to
sell a considerable area of land to him. It consisted of
about2500 acres of arableland, on which the Indians had
cultivated primarily maize. In the sameletter of 1632 in
which the patroon had predicted that every acre would
produce 29 to 39 bushels,he comparedthe quality of his
new domain with the farmland in the Betuwe and the
Beemster, two very fertile regions in the Duech
Republic.30

The Lord will bless our undertaking at we have a much bener
object than the Company in this matter, &noe we seek to populate
the country and in course of time by many people to propagate the
teaching of the Holy Gospel, while they on the contrary, employing
only a few people, seek only the profits of the fur trade and largely
deceive themselves, as these profits are still accompanied by
lossesT7

Whoever wants to see a thorough hypocrite in Van
Rensselaer,will perhapsnot be convinced by the above.
Van Rensselaerwas known as a clever businessmanand
therefore exactly the arguments of economic nature
outweigh all others. As appears from his letters, the
patroon thought that agriculture could be a very
profitable business. On each morgen of land, slightly
more than two acres,every year threequartersto one lust
of wheat could be produced, Van Rensselaerestimated,
the tart corresponding to 82.5 bushels.Each last would
bring the patroon 140 guilders. Van Rensselaer had
purchased2500 acresof cultivated land from the Indians.
Only a few dozenfarmerswould be neededto utilize this
land. With the greaterpart under cultivation, these2500
acreswould then be able to yield about 100,000guilders
annually at three quarters of a lust per morgen: far more
than the revenuesof the New Netherland fur trade!28His
principal profits however, the patroon stated, would
come from cattle.

Now let usseeif Van Rensselaer’ssweetdreamscame
true. Although the data on the agricultural production in
the patroonship are scanty, they neverthelessspeak for
themselves.On the farms of Broer Comelis and Gerrit
de Reux in 1638 the grain, wheat as well as oats, was
estimatedat 11 bushelsper acre?’ In 1644, a very good
harvestyear, the grain in the fields of Brant Peelen’sfarm
on Castle Island, which was taken over that year by
Comelis 8egers’ was also estimated at 11 bushels per
acre.32Now observe that this was a good grain year, as
is demonstratedby the tithe returns of the patroonship!
But there were even lower yields. On the farm of Pieter
Teunisz in 1649only 8 bushelsper acrewereproduced.33
If we compare these data with other data on yields in
colonial America we seethe following. According to the
anonymousauthor of American Husbandry a yield of 20
to 30 bushels per acre in the region around Albany was
ust~al.~~H.P. Hedrick, writer of the History of Agriculture in the State oflvew York, statesthat 10 bushelsper
acrewere considereda good yield. In thesedifferent data
we probably seereflected the difference betweenolder
and higher grounds, and the fertile soil in the valleys of
the Hudson and Mohawk that was flooded now and then.
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However it may have been, even the rather high yields
of American Husbandry are far below the expectations
of Kiliaen van Rensselaer. 20 to 30 bushels an acre
against 29 to 39 bushelsan acre!
It may be clear, that the patroon was very disappointed. While he presumablyhad in mind a modemtype
of husbandry,asin someparts of the Dutch Republic, the
yields of his American farms resembled those of late
medieval England.36 But let us not forget that Van
Rensselaer’sexpectationswere extremely high, even for
Europeanstandards.On a non-specialized farm like that
of the Englishman Robert Loder, south of Oxford, with
a rather modem type of management,between 1612and
1620 there were harvest of 14 to 50 bushels per acre,
while the averagewas just over 27 bushels.37Yields of
this kind in England and the Low Countries perhapswere
no exception, but it is not very likely that they were very
general either. Even just before the middle of the past
century in the Dutch marine-clay regions the average
harvest was 21 bushels of winter wheat and 36 bushels
of oats per acre.38
The disappointing results of farming in the patroonship of Rensselaerswijckare also in great contrast to the
enthusiastic stories that travelers took back home from
New Netherland and the colony of New York. According
to the SwedePeterKalm, who visited the region in 1750,
the wheat around Albany was the bestof North America,
that of the Esopusregion-now Kingston+xcluded.39
The eighteenth-century historian William Smith went
even further and statedthat the islands in the Hudsonnear
Albany contained probably the best soil in the world.40
Adriaen van der Donck, who himself lived sometime in
Rensselaerswijck, also spoke highly of the fertility of
these regions. In his Beschrijvinghe van Nieuw Nederlandt he mentions a tenant in the patroonship, whose
name was Brant Peelen, who succeeded in growing
wheat on the same piece of ground eleven years in
successionwithout manuring or fallowing but with good
results.41Van der Donck must haveknown Brant Peelen
very well, for both had their farms on Castle Island, and
so they were neighbors. Yet this story doesnot originally
come from Van der Donck. We already encounter it in
the journal of David Pietersz de Vries, who stayed for a
few weeks in Rensselaerswijckin 1640. In this version
of the story, Peelen had even cultivated his land for
twelve years in succession without manure or fallowing.42 This means that either Peelen or De Vries exaggerated. For Brant Peelen only arrived in New
Netherland in 1630, and could not possibly have grown
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wheat on his land longer than eleven years when De
Vries visited the patroonship.
For a better understanding of a.griculture in
Rensselaerswijckwe need to investigate ,thefactors that
led to the disappointing grain yields. Unfortunately we
can only reconstruct the real situation hypothetically; no
sourcesare available that give us a direct insight into the
causesof the low yields in Van Rensselaler’sAmerican
domain.
The lowlands along the Hudson River were flooded
onceor twice a year, sometimesto the great loss of cattle,
grain and buildings. In the process, fertile mud was
deposited on the low-lying lands to grealtadvantageof
farming. Exactly this fertile mud made:the soil very
suitable to arable farming. The Dutch immigrants, used
to lands that had beencultivated for centuries, must have
been stunned by the fertility -and the extent of this
country.
The yearly floodings and the big harvestsof the first
years must have dangled the illusion of an inexhaustible
soil before their eyes. Van der Donck statesthat during
his nine years stay in New Netherland he never saw a
farmer manuring his land!43To maintain the fertility now
and then a year of rest was inserted. For the very reason
that in Rensselaerswijck almost nothing but grain was
grown, the pressureupon the fertility of the soil was very
great here.Especially the colonists of the secondgeneration wereconfronted with the ill effectsof this exhaustive
land use. These symptomsof course were not restricted
to Rensselaerswijckor the Hudson Valley. Within thirty
years after the first farmers had settled along the
Delaware, there were signs of a decline :in soil fertility.
On most farms within a radius of 40 miles around
Philadelphia, the average yield dropped from 20 to 30
bushelsper acre to 10 bushels and even less.44
Naturally, the neglect of manuring Imust have had
disastrous effects on the productilon results in
Rensselaerswijck.After twenty years we see more frequently a special prescription regarding the manuring of
the land in the leasecontracts:
And during the first years of his lease, he shall spread the manure
over e land and cut down or kill the trees which stand in the
3
way.

The fact that most tenants leased their farm for a
limited number of years, will not have stimulated them
to maintain the fertility of the soil for a next generation
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of tenants. The final result of a neglect of manure and
fallowing that had beengoing on for dozensof years,we
find in a letter of Jeremiasvan Rensselaerof July 1668,
which gives an account of the miserable state of the
patroonship:
The worst of it all is that the land is so neglected and moreover so
full of weeds that one hardly knows where to get seed grain and
that hardly one-half of our grain can be sent over anymore. for it
isimpossible togetthetares outofit, or out oftheland,for summer
fallowing do-esnot help. Some of the faaers produce crops which
consist for mom than one-half of tares.

The neglect of manure and fallowing explains the
exhaustion of the soil after a considerable number of
years,but it doesnot tell us why alreadyin 1638on farms
that were only establishedfor a short time the yields were
so low.
Another important problem of agriculture in
Rensselaerswijckand New Netherland was the methods
that were used in clearing the land. A thorough clearing
of the wilderness, in which trees and shrubs with their
roots were removed completely, was a very great and
labor-intensive job. Given the shortageof farmhandsin
New Netherland, the people for such work simply were
lacking. Therefore the clearing methodsof the Indians
were used.To work new land, the native Americans used
predominantly two methods.On set times, mostly in the
fall, treesandshrubswere seton fire. Secondly-and this
presumably was the most important method-the bark
of the trees was removed just above the ground, so that
the trees died slowly. The trunks of the trees that
remained,stayedin theground, andamongthem the land
waswork& with a hoe.This so-called“girdling method,,
hadsomeadvantages:it waslabor saving, the humuswas
not touched, and the dead trees that fell were uprooted,
so that they were easierto dig out.
Apart from theseadvantages,therewere someserious
disadvantages.Yields were lower as long as the trunks
were in the ground, plowing the land was sometimes
difficult, and there was the dangerof falling branches.47
Ivleinig describesthis clearing method as follows:
American colonists had long ago learned the futility of trying to
create clean cleared fields immediately. And so stumps and roots
and great logs were left encumbering the ground until eliminated
by rotting and repeated 4tmings , , , clearing was slow and
enormously laborious . . .

To what extent this way of clearing the land was also
used in Rensselaerswijckwe do not know. Bidwell and
Falconer state that the method was generally used by
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colonists.49 There is clear evidence that at least the
burning of bushes was not unknown in Rensselaerswijck.50
Arent van Curler, who in 1643 founded a large farm
called De Vlackte, north of Fort Orange, complained
about the many roots and stumpsthat were hidden in the
ground that were discovered not before the plough hit
them. He had sown 20 to 24 acreswith oats,but without
the roots in the ground, it would havebeenmuch more? 1
He probably wasnot the only one who encounteredthese
problems; most of the land that was worked by the
patroon’s tenantswas the former maize fields of Indians.
It is not impossible that in somecasesDutch farmersalso
sowedwheatand oatsamongthe trees,aswe know about
the Swedish colonists on the Delaware.52The article in
a number of lease contracts that were made up in
Rensselaerswijckduring the 1650s.in which the tenants
were obliged to cut down or kill the trees that stood in
the way, indicates that the Dutch farmers initially were
very lax about trees. It is interesting to note that the
above-mentionedleasecontracts did not pertain to new
farms, but to longer existing ones,like the one on Castle
Island~3 While the methodof only superficially clearing
the land, by which roots stayed in the ground, was very
suited to the exacting cultivation of corn by the Indians,
who after exhaustion of the ground took up their belongings and startedover somewhereelse, and moreoverdid
not usea horse-drawnplough, this clearing method was
disastrousto the Dutch farmers.
For a numberof yearswe areable to reconstructwhich
crops were grown in Rensselaerswijck.The tithe results
of the years 1642 through 1646 give us a fairly accurate
picture of the relative importance of the main crops. At
least in this period there was a heavy preponderanceof
oats (50.8%) and wheat (42.7%). Barley (2.8%), buckwheat (1.7%). peas (1.2%) and rye (0.8%) played only
minor roles.‘4 The prices of wheat and oats genemlly
were in the ratio of 5 to 2, so in fact wheat wasthe leading
crop in the patroonship.55It goes without saying that in
respect to the crops that were cultivated,
Rensselaerswijckin no way resembledthedenselypopulated areas of the Low Counties. There exactly the
“non-grains” gradually took up more space.While the
Netherlands for their food supply had made themselves
almost entirely dependenton the Baltic region, we seein
the American colony a one-sided directednesstowards
the cultivation of grains. Although leguminous plants
did not take up much spacein the patroonship, they were
cultivated at eight out of ten farms that paid tithes
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between 1642and 1646.Peasand beanswere especially
important in adding nitrogen to the ground and so restoring fertility. This quality madethem very suited to grow
during the fallow.
Kiliaen van Rensselaerseemsto havebeenwell aware
of the soil-restoring function of a number of crops. In
1632 he sent rape seed to his colony, and he was also
interested in the growing of clover, that was also
cultivated on his estate Crailo in the Gooi.56 It seems
doubtful if there was ever any cultivation of clover in the
patroonship on more than a very modest scale. Even in
1659 white clover seed had to be sent again to the
patroonship from Holland.57
The commercial orientation of the agriculture the first
patroon envisagedin his domain, is shown by the history
of hops and especially tobacco in the colony. Neither of
these crops were a smashing success.Here again the
patroon was inclined to believe in hugeprofits that never
materialized. Every morgen was to produce about 6000
pounds of tobacco.58According to Roessingh in his
dissertation on tobacco culture in the Dutch Republic,
even the bestcrop never amountedto more than one third
of this.59Problems in making tobacco culture pay were
the fact that many tobaccoplanters preferred quantity to
quality, which had a negative impact on the marketprice,
and-in connection with this-the lack of cheaplabor.@
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ing had taken place completely uncontrolled, as most of
the horses freely roamed around. How important horse
breeding rapidly becameappearsfrom the inventory of
farms in 1651. By then 42% of the horses in
Rensselaerswijck consisted of young animals (three
years and younger), which compares to 21% in
southeasternPennsylvania from 1713 to 1716,and 33%
from 1728to 1737in the sameregion.65In particular,De
Vluckte, the farm established by Arent van Curler in
1643, functioned as a stud farm.& The number of cows
per farm in the patroonship was more like that in other
places: they numbered 7.6 in Rensselaerswijck (1651)
and 8.1 in the Dutch villages on Long Island (1676).67
But comparedto the Dutch republic there were only few
cows per farm in Rensselaerswijck.Even in the regions
where arable farming was predominant, the average
number of cattle was considerably higher than in the
American domain6* This of course is not hard to understand.The denselypopulatedRepublic with its big towns
provided an easily accessiblemarket for meatand dairy
products, while intensive husbandry could use large
quantities of manure.
The relative successof livestock farming, however,
was not enough to make up for the meager results of
arable farming. Only after dozens of years things
changed for the better in the patroonship and the first
patroon did not live to witness this.

The first patroon’s expectationsof arable farming in
his American colony were only surpassedby his hope
that livestock farming would bring in even larger profits.
In the first decadesthis did, in fact, become the most
successful part of his enterprise. But here again the
patroon did not reckon with the specific circumstances
of New Netherland like the lessnutritious grassesand the
heavy lossesby floods, wolves and Indians.

As elsewherein New York, the scarcity of labor was
an impediment to the development of agriculture.
Although the wage structure of New Netherland has
never been the object of serious study, we can derive
someinformation from the sourcesabout.the wagesthat
were paid to farm servants in Rensselaerswijck. We
know the annual wages of 49 farmhands, all excluding
food and board.69

But in spite of this, Rensselaerswijckalready at an
early date becameknown as horse country. The average
number of horseswas slightly more than sevenper farm
in 1651.6t In this respect,Rensselaerswijckranked high
in colonial farming: the average number of horses in
Massachusettsand Connecticut was much lower, while
horses were even very scarce in Maryland.62 Only in
southeasternPennsylvania did the number of horses in
the early eighteenth-century almost equal that of the
Dutch patroonship.63

Given the state of knowledge of wages in the Dutch
Republic it is difficult to compare New Netherland
wagesto those in the fatherland. We know that 30 to 50
guilders per year was normal for resident farmhands in
seventeenth-centuryFriesland.70Wagesin the province
of Holland were possibly much higher, but sufficient
detailed evidence is lacking. Those farmhandsthat were
hired in New Netherland could earn much more than
their countrymen who-unaware of their position on the
American labor market-hired themselves out in
Amsterdamto farmers acrossthe Atlantic. We know of
annual wages in Schenectadythat reach.ed272 to 300
guilders in 1663!71

From 1643 on, conscious efforts were made to raise
good horsesin the patroonship.64Until that time breed-
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Annual Wages in Rensselaesswijck

Period

Number Of Contracts

IN RENSSELAERSWIJCK

1635-1664

Average Wages in Dfl.

1635-1644

30

90.73

1645-1654

5

115.50

1655-1664

14

105.62

More important are the daily wages,reflecting more
clearly the relation between supply and demand on the
New Netherland labor market. In this field also the
patroon had tried to fix the wagesfrom his Amsterdam
residence,originally at 15stivers, later at 30 stivers aday,
but in reality in Rensselaerswijckwidely varying wages
were paid, which were generally higher than Van
Rensselaerhad in mindT2
Around mid-17th century, farm work in the province
of Holland paid 15 to 20 stivers.73In 1648threshing and
clearing of grain in the patroonship paid 40 stivers,
harvesting in New Amsterdam in 1653 and 1656 up to
50 stivers.74The gap in the wage levels is also shown by
the daily wages of carpenters. Carpenter’s work paid
around 25 stivers in Alkmaar (Holland), from 50 to 80
stivers in New Netherland.7sThe numerouscomplaints
of farmers about the high wages do not surprise us. In
1648the patroon waseven obliged to include in the lease
contracts the condition that if the tenants could not be
provided with enough farmhandsin summer they were
releasedfrom paying tithes.76Finally a partial solution
was found by the introduction of black slaves into the
patroonship.At leasteight slavesareknown to havebeen
imported into the patroonship between 1644 and 1664,
but a closer study of the accountsin the Van Rensselaer
Manor papersat Albany may reveal a larger number.77
On the 7 October 1643 in the house The Crussed
Heart at Amsterdam’scelebratedKeizersgracht,Kiliaen
van Rensselaerdied at the ageof 56 or 57. In the thirteen
years that had gone by since he first sent colonists to his
new American domain, he had experiencednothing but
disappointments from his patroonship. But in the two
decades following his death the situation in
Rensselaerswijckwould grow even worse. The domain
never expandedto morethan about 18farmsaround 1652
with about 1000 acres of cultivated lands7*Apart from
setbacksin agriculture itself, the bad course of events
culminated in the separationof both the village of Beverwijck and the settlementof Catskill from the domain.
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Given the extreme disparity between Van
Rensselaer’ssweet dreamsand the harsh reality of low
yields and declining fertility of the soil, we can now look
at the consequencesthis had for the living conditions of
the tenantsand their rent performancein particular. I will
not at this place try to repeat the discussion about the
position of the colonial tenant that was engendereda
number of yearsago on the occasionof the new insights
put forward by Prof. Sung Bok Kim, especially in his
stimulating book Landlord and Tenant in Colonid New
York. Manorid Society, 1664-1775. It must have come
asa considerableshock to a lot of readersof his book that
the tenants on the great manors of 18th century New
York were not the oppressedand impoverished classof
semi-serfs,sighing under a heavy load of feudal obligations, they were always taken for. The New York tenant
of Frederick JacksonTurner, Mark, Ellis, Billington and
others, Kim replaced by an almost independent tenant
who was in an advantageousposition with respectto his
landlord.
But apartfrom his conclusions, wecan learn a lot from
Kim’s method. Instead of only looking at the form and
content of the lease contracts, as was done by earlier
generationsof historians, we must now closely study the
daily practice of tenancy.79Of course it would be too
simple,just to equatethe tenantsof the greatmanorsafter
1664, with the Rensselaerswijck tenants of the Dutch
period. In fact, when looking at the relation between
patroon and tenant before 1664, apart from some
similarities, somenotable differences strike us.
The first settlersin the patroonship had to be attracted
by paying them yearly wages. As soon as possible,
Kiliaen van Rensselaer introduced a form of sharecropping. From 1632on, when the patroon leaseda farm
to Gerrit de Reux and took half the produce of his farm
as rent, this was the dominating type of leasefor abouta
decade.” After a short period, in which leasecontracts
were also madereserving one third of the produce for the
patroon, money rent was introduced in Renssclaers-
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wijck. The first contractsof this kind datefrom 1646and
1647.*l With money rents, something strangewas going
on in the patroonship. The leasesum was seton a certain
amountof money, but this amount had to be paid in kind.
For instance a tenant had to pay an annual rent of 500
guilders in wheat or oats. The prices of wheat and oats
however, were fixed in this matter. So in fact this was
not money rent, but a kind of so-called seedrent. The
quantity of grain that had to be paid as rent did not vary
with the crops. For the tenant seedrent was more attractive than sharecropping.The two were equal in entirely
putting the risk of the crop on the lessee,but the seedrent
put only a part of the price risk on the tenant.82In
Rensselaerswijckafter 1648all remaining sharecroppers
became tenants on seed rent.83 The lease term varied
widely from four to sometimestwelve yearss4 Perpetual
leasewas not introduced before the English takeover of
New Netherland.
Here we touch on the moststriking difference between
the eighteenth-century manors and Dutch Rensselaerswijck. The tenantsin early Rensselaerswijckmissed
the feeling of security and semi-independencetheir 18thcentury successorsenjoyed. As a result, they lacked the
incentives to improve their holdings. At the end of the
period, many farms were in a state of decay. Another
striking difference between the great Hudson Valley
manorsof colonial New York and the Dutch patroonship
is the.size of the holdings. The average farm in 1651
measuredabout 57 acres.” In the period between 1730
and 1783 the tenant holdings in Rensselaerswijck
averaged153 acres!86
We do not yet have sufficient data on all the details
of the debits and credits of an averageRensselaerswijck
farm around mid-century. Nevertheless, the general
picture is clear. With an averageyield ratio ranging from
1:12 to 1:1587 and an irregular income from dairy
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products, &tit, meat, vegetables and incidental horse
sales,most of the farms simply did not yield enough to
meet all the expenses. Besides the amnual rent these
expensesconsistedof a tithe, somefowl or labor service
for the patroon and the wages of about two farmhands.
Then there were of course the costs involved in keeping
cattle through the winter and the consumption of a
household of about five persons.**
It seemsclear that for many farmers having a few
grown sons was of the utmost importance in keeping
down the costs. There were huge rent arrears in the
patroonship,89 and their cause is easy to see: for many
farmersnot paying their annual rents was simply the only
remaining solution. They did not refuse to pay “out of
sheer wealth” as the first patroon had stated,” but
becausetheir small holdings hardly provided a meager
subsistence.The patroons lacked the means to put the
screws more tightly to their tenants. The only one that
tried to follow a hard line was director Brant van
Slichtenhorst, who from 1648 to 1652 managed the
affairs of the patroon in Rensselaerswijck.As was to be
expected, every time he tried to confiscate money or
grain he met with fierce resistance.”
Before the end of the Dutch period, m,anytenantshad
left the patroonship to become small but independent
freeholders in the new agricultural communities in the
valleys of the Hudson and Mohawk rivers.92 For the
patroons, tenantswere not easy to be hadl.Those tenants
that remained, paid as little rent as the leaseholders in
eighteenth-century New York.
Rim’s argumentum e silentio: the tenants did not
leave the manors,so they were reasonably well off, does
not hold for the patroonship of Rensselaerswijckbefore
1664. The tenants did leave, and so they obviously
thought of a better life somewhereelse.
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87Theinterest in yield ratios often has been denounced
as a typical European approach of agricultural productivity. Although this may be true for the later colonial
years, in which the abundanceof land and the shortage
of labor made production per male worker the central
issue,I assumethat for tenant holdings that initially were
not much enlarged by improvements yield ratios were a
very important element in their profitability.
In calculating yield ratios, I have used the following
method. The data on the tithe returns from 1642 through
1647 and scattered data in VRBM and the documents
bearing on the case of Van Slichtenhorst vs. Van
Rensselaerservedas a basis. For eachyear I have added
the yields of those farms of which by approximation the
size was known. In this way I could assessthe yield per
acrein theseyears.But although we know the acreageof
a large number of farms, we do not have information on
the part of theselands that lay fallow. Nevertheless,even
if we take the position that as much as one third was not
cultivated, the very low yields in the patroonship are
affirmed. The averageyield in all the years that we have
data on (1642 through 1648and 1651) was 6 bushelsper
acre if we do not account for any fallow, if we assume
that one third lay fallow, the averageyield was 9 bushels
per acre.
In Notenhoek, just south of the patroonship, in 1671,lO
morgens of land had to be sown with 20 skipples of
wheat, that is about 0.7 bushels per acre, Peter Kalm, a
Swedishtraveller who visited the region in theeighteenth
century, statesthat around Albany a yield ratio of 1 to 12
was normal. According to the anonymous author of
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American Husbandry, (London: J. Bew, 1775) 1:lO to

1:15 was the average ratio in the northern Hudson
Valley. It seemsvery probable that 2 skipplesper morgen
wasa normal quantity of seedgrain sown in seventeenthcentury Rensselaerswijck.The good CKBPS of 1638 and
1644with about 11 bushelsper acre would have given a
yield ratio of 1:15. As statedabove, the,averageyield we
found was 9 bushels per acre (at a fallow of one third).
If in Rensselaerswijck the tenants indeed sowed 0.7
bushelsper acre (66 liter per hectare)this quantity gives
a yield ratio of 1:12, the samePeter Kalm found in the
eighteenth century! The rather speculative character of
this calculation is self-evident.
*8For the model I have usedto calculate the profitability
of an average Rensselaerswijck farm, I am mainly
indebted to Lemon’s The best poor mah’s country, 15455, and to B.H. Slither van Bath, “Agcarische produktiviteit in het pre-industriele Europa” in: ,Bijdragen tot de
agrarische
Geschiedenis
(Utrecht/Antwerpen:
Spectrum, 1978), 165.
!
*9v~~~, 256n, 756n; Van Laer, “Settlers of Rensselaers:
wyck, 1659-1664,” 23.27.28.
90~~~~, 558n.
91
CMR, 147-48, 198; VRBM, 777; Beernink, Arend van
Slichtenhorst, 274; Documents Van Slichtenhorst vs.
Van Rensselaer,n.p., unpaginated.
92Manyinhabitants of Rensselaerswijckwere among the
first settlers of Wiltwijck (Kingston), Beverwijck
(Albany) and Schenectady.

