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About the book

Book Review: "The Island at the Center of the World" by Russell Shorto  

In his compelling work, Russell Shorto uncovers an often-overlooked

narrative—the story of New Netherland and its crucial influence on modern

America. Unlike the familiar accounts of English colonization, Shorto’s

meticulously researched book, bolstered by newly translated 17th-century

Dutch archives, brings to light the vibrant, multicultural history of early

Manhattan.  

Readers will discover how the entrepreneurial spirit, religious pluralism, and

diverse communities of New Amsterdam laid the groundwork for what

would become New York City. This engaging history not only broadens our

perspective on America's origins but also invites us to reconsider the

narrative of the American Dream. Through Shorto’s lens, we explore the

intricate and rich history that continues to shape our present.  

This is a must-read for anyone interested in the untold stories that have

significantly altered the trajectory of history.
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About the author

Profile: Russell Shorto

- Profession: Acclaimed American author, historian, and journalist

- Writing Style: Engaging narrative style combined with meticulous research

- Area of Expertise: Focus on early history of the United States and Europe

Notable Work:

- Title: "The Island at the Center of the World"

- Significance: Explores the often-overlooked Dutch influence on New York

City’s founding and development. 

Research Approach:

- Deep archival dives that resurrect forgotten stories and characters.

- Unique blend of scholarly insight with captivating storytelling.

Background:

- Former contributions to numerous publications

- Served as Director of The John Adams Institute in Amsterdam

- Strong ties to American and European historical narratives

Recognition: 

Shorto is revered for his ability to illuminate history in a way that resonates
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with contemporary readers, making the past relevant and engaging.
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1. Introduction: Unveiling the Hidden History
of New York City

In the sprawling narrative of American history, New York City stands as a

beacon of diversity and innovation, yet its early origins often remain

obscured by the more prominent stories of British dominance and American

independence. In "The Island at the Center of the World," Russell Shorto

seeks to peel back the layers of this historical enigma, revealing a rich

tapestry woven from the fabric of Dutch influence that significantly shaped

the city's character and trajectory.  

Shorto's exploration plunges into the complexities of a colony founded not

only on the principles of trade and commerce but also on a remarkable

tolerance for diversity and an enduring quest for freedom. This hidden

history is pivotal, as it sheds light on the very foundations concerning how

New York City emerged as a melting pot, a theme that resonates throughout

its development into a global metropolis.  

The narrative begins with the Dutch establishing New Amsterdam in the

early 17th century. Contrary to the often romanticized vision of European

settlers, the Dutch approach was markedly different. They entered the New

World with an entrepreneurial spirit, focusing on trade, establishing the fur

trading industry with Native American tribes, and constructing a settlement

that was not homogeneous but rather uniquely multifaceted—where people
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from various European nations, various faiths, and diverse backgrounds

coexisted. This environment fostered an atmosphere of cultural

experimentation and coexistence, which was explicitly engineered by the

Dutch West India Company and its leaders.  

Moreover, this initial period contemplates the religious tolerance manifested

by the Dutch, a concept that was revolutionary for the time compared to the

rigid structures of Puritan Massachusetts or the Spanish colonies. Examples

of this can be seen in how Jews from Portugal were welcomed into the fold

of New Amsterdam, bringing with them their traditions and contributing

significantly to the economic and cultural landscape of the colony. This

inclusivity set the stage for future waves of immigrants in the coming

centuries, underscoring how diversity became a core aspect of Manhattan’s

identity.  

Additionally, Shorto emphasizes the governance style of New Amsterdam,

which was characterized by relative freedom and a feeling of communal

ownership among the settlers. Ruffled by the limitations evident in European

monarchies, this exploration of self-governance allowed for a burgeoning

democratic ethos that would later influence the development of broader

democratic practices in America.  

As the opening chapters unfold, readers are guided through a journey that
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not only recounts events but profoundly contemplates the ideas and

principles that were birthed in this unique setting. This introduction provides

just a glimpse of the story that will reveal how the dynamics of power,

commerce, and cultural interchange in New Amsterdam ultimately laid the

groundwork for New York City’s evolution into a nucleus of modern

America.  

By unveiling this hidden history, Shorto invites readers to reassess the

narratives and perceptions surrounding New York City, proposing that a

deeper understanding of its roots can illuminate ongoing dialogues about

identity, diversity, and community in contemporary society. The hidden

layers of the city’s past play a crucial role in comprehending its present

complexities and the rich, vibrant mosaic that it continues to embody today.

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/fqCzDLdjgMb


2. Chapter 1: The Dutch Dream: A Colony
Founded on Diversity and Freedom

In the initial chapter of Russell Shorto's “The Island at the Center of the

World,” the author delves into the ambitious and innovative vision that led to

the establishment of New Amsterdam, now known as New York City.

Unlike many of its contemporaries, which were often founded on strict

religious or economic motives, New Amsterdam was rooted in an ethos of

diversity and the unwavering pursuit of freedom. This Dutch experiment in

the early 17th century set the stage for a colony that embraced a mosaic of

cultures, languages, and beliefs, fostering an environment that would

profoundly influence the future of America.

The Dutch envisioned New Amsterdam as a place where people from

various backgrounds could find refuge and opportunity. Motivated by the

principles of tolerance and commercial enterprise, they aimed to create a

bustling port that would serve as a gateway for trade while inviting a variety

of immigrants to contribute to its growth. This concept was notably

revolutionary at a time when many European settlements enforced strict

homogeneity—primarily driven by religious or imperial ideologies. In stark

contrast, New Amsterdam attracted individuals seeking asylum from

persecution or looking for new economic opportunities.

Shorto illustrates this point by recounting the diverse tapestry of its
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inhabitants. The early settlers included not just the Dutch but also Germans,

French, Scandinavians, Africans, and Native Americans, each bringing their

customs and practices. This melting pot fostered a vibrant community that

celebrated rather than stifled individual identities. For example, the presence

of Jewish settlers, which was exceptional in an era dominated by religious

orthodoxy, highlights the unique multicultural character that emerged. The

Kahal (Jewish community) of New Amsterdam was allowed to establish

itself relatively freely, surviving in a system where such liberties were rare.

The Dutch West India Company, responsible for the colony's governance,

implemented policies reflecting these egalitarian ideals. They granted land to

settlers (known as Patroons), encouraged trade, and provided legal

protections that facilitated civil rights and responsibilities. These policies

attracted both skilled laborers and traders, enhancing economic growth and

creating a dynamic marketplace. The colony's commitment to trade and open

commerce was pivotal, as it facilitated interactions with various global

markets, including those in Brazil, the Caribbean, and Europe. The efforts of

merchants led to a bustling economy, characterized by the fur trade, which

became a linchpin of New Amsterdam’s success.

However, the Dutch dream was not without challenges. The coexistence of

multiple cultures often led to tensions, especially among the indigenous

populations whose lands were encroached upon by European settlers. As the
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settlement expanded, these conflicts became more pronounced, highlighting

the contradictions between the Dutch ideals of freedom and the realities of

colonial expansion.

This chapter serves as a foundation for understanding how the identity of

New Amsterdam was shaped not just by its governance and economic

strategies but also by its groundbreaking approach to diversity. The Dutch

dream of a pluralistic society was not merely an ideal; it was a practical

necessity for survival and prosperity in a competitive colonial world. As

Shorto unfolds the narrative, he emphasizes how this complex legacy would

later influence the sociocultural landscape of modern New York and, by

extension, America as a whole.

In summary, the exploration of New Amsterdam under Dutch rule captures a

compelling story of hope, innovation, and the messy realities of coexistence.

It poses essential questions about the nature of freedom and

diversity—questions that resonate deeply in contemporary discussions about

immigration, identity, and community. Shorto's narrative invites readers not

only to appreciate the historical significance of this colony but also to reflect

on the enduring impact of its foundational dream on the American

experience.
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3. Chapter 2: Life in New Amsterdam: The
People, Culture, and Governance

Chapter 2 of Russell Shorto’s "The Island at the Center of the World" delves

into the multifaceted life of New Amsterdam, a thriving colony that became

a crucial labor forerunner of modern New York City. Set against the

backdrop of the 17th century, this chapter provides an intricate portrait of the

individuals, cultural practices, and governance structures that characterized

this unique enclave.

**The People of New Amsterdam**  

New Amsterdam was a melting pot long before the term became popular.

The population was a vibrant tapestry woven from a diverse array of ethnic

and religious backgrounds. The Dutch, who were the predominant group,

invited a range of immigrants from various regions, including Jews fleeing

the Inquisition in Portugal and Spain, and French Huguenots escaping

religious persecution. This tolerance and acceptance of different cultures was

not merely a reflection of the Dutch Republic’s overall progressive stance

but also a strategic choice to build a robust economic base.

A poignant example of this diversity is seen in the community of Jews. The

arrival of the first Jewish settlers in 1654 marked a significant moment, as

they were the first in North America to establish a Jewish community with

their own synagogue. This later led to the formation of Congregation
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Shearith Israel, which became a bastion of Jewish life and traditions in the

New World.

In addition to the settlers, the presence of Africans, both free and enslaved,

significantly contributed to the demographic makeup. While their rights

were severely limited, they played pivotal roles in the colony’s economy,

particularly in agriculture and labor-intensive industries.

**Culture in New Amsterdam**  

Culturally, New Amsterdam was marked by the Dutch influence, reflected in

language, architecture, and customs. Streets patterned after European

designs, wholesome markets, and festive gatherings showcased the liveliness

of daily life. The Dutch were known for their traditions of socializing over

“kaas” (cheese) and “bier” (beer), which fostered a communal spirit among

residents. The arts also had a presence, with theaters and galleries emerging

as cultural staples that encouraged creativity and expression.

Notably, the establishment of institutions like the West India Company

played a vital role in maintaining these cultural dynamics. It wasn’t just a

trade entity; it was also instrumental in shaping the social fabric of New

Amsterdam. The company ensured that the colony not only thrived

economically but also remained a cultural haven in the Americas, where arts

and social gatherings flourished.
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**Governance and Stability**  

The governance of New Amsterdam was particularly significant in shaping

its identity. Initially, the colony was overseen by a Director-General who

wielded considerable power, but the governance was characterized by a

degree of flexibility that allowed for community involvement in

decision-making processes. Shorto portrays Peter Stuyvesant, the last

Director-General, as both a staunch leader and a figure embodying the

complexities of colonial governance. His administration faced challenges

with the diverse population, leading him to adopt policies that, while aiming

to maintain order, often overlooked the pluralistic nature of the community.

Stuyvesant's tenure was marked by conflict, particularly with the English

settlers to the north and west. Despite his efforts to create a cohesive society,

the demands of governance proved difficult, especially as colonists

increasingly sought autonomy and self-governance. This conflict came to a

head when the residents expressed their desires for more governance power,

leading to a new dynamic where the inhabitants began to push against the

autocratic tendencies of the administration.

**Conclusion**  

In conclusion, Chapter 2 of "The Island at the Center of the World"

highlights how the confluence of various cultures in New Amsterdam
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created a society that was unique for its time. The integration of diverse

communities and their contributions, along with governance mechanisms

that struggled to adapt to such variety, laid the groundwork for the New

York City we know today. As Shorto elucidates, the struggles and successes

of this early colony reveal critical lessons about tolerance, cultural

coexistence, and the complexities of governance that resonate throughout

history.
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4. Chapter 3: The Fall of New Amsterdam:
Colonial Conflicts and Power Shifts

The Fall of New Amsterdam marks a pivotal point in the history of what

would eventually become New York City, a narrative rich with conflicts,

power struggles, and the relentless march of imperial ambition. Russell

Shorto meticulously chronicles this transformation and the series of events

that culminated in the surrender of New Amsterdam to the English in 1664,

ultimately reshaping the region's governance and cultural landscape.

At the heart of these conflicts was the ongoing rivalry between the Dutch

and the English for colonial dominance in North America. The Dutch,

recognizing the strategic significance of the harbor and the trading

opportunities that New Amsterdam presented, worked diligently to establish

a foothold. However, their claim was met with increasing tension as the

English sought to consolidate their power along the eastern seaboard. The

English viewed the Dutch presence in North America with a mixture of envy

and contempt, leading to a series of skirmishes and diplomatic maneuvers.

One notable conflict underscoring this power struggle was the Anglo-Dutch

War, which began in 1664. The Dutch West India Company, which managed

New Amsterdam, was already stretched thin due to military commitments

elsewhere and internal governance challenges. As Shorto explains, the

colony was further brought to its knees by the tensions among its diverse
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population, which included not only Dutch settlers but also a melting pot of

other ethnicities and religions. This diversity, while enriching the colony,

also resulted in fractured loyalties during times of heightened struggle. The

presence of English colonies in nearby regions made it easier for English

forces to strategize an invasion.

The actual military confrontation came when the Duke of York, brother of

King Charles II, dispatched a fleet of ships to take control of New

Amsterdam. The English fleet arrived in August 1664, and despite facing a

smaller, less formidable Dutch garrison, the English forces found little

resistance. One key aspect contributing to the swift surrender was the

internal dissent within the colony. Many inhabitants, including some

powerful merchants and landowners, viewed the English takeover as a

preferable alternative to the currents of Dutch paternalism and the loosening

grip of the Dutch West India Company over local affairs.

In a move emblematic of shifting allegiances, Peter Stuyvesant, the Dutch

director-general of New Amsterdam, recognized that resistance was futile.

Shorto poignantly captures the moment when Dutch flags surrendered,

marking the transition of power from the Netherlands to England. This shift

was not merely an alteration in rule but an upheaval that set the stage for the

transformation of New Amsterdam into New York, a vibrant center of trade

that would reflect a delicate balance between its colonial heritage and the
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incoming English influence.

Under English rule, the colony was poised for growth, but it also had to

reconcile its past. The newfound governance structure sought to impose the

English legal, economic, and religious frameworks upon the existing Dutch

population, which led to the emergence of a complex cultural hybrid. The

English administration, however, had to navigate the intricate social

dynamics that had evolved under Dutch rule—a society marked by its racial

and religious plurality.

The surrender of New Amsterdam can thus be seen as more than just a

colonial expansion; it was a transference of ideals, ambitions, and social

constructs. The English laid the groundwork for future expansion and

increased economic prowess, positioning New York as a critical player in the

burgeoning Atlantic economy. They capitalized on the infrastructure that the

Dutch had developed while increasingly imposing English laws and

customs.

Shorto effectively illustrates that this period was characterized not only by

warfare but also by negotiation, intrigue, and the ongoing battle for identity.

The newly minted New York City would carry forward the complex legacy

of its Dutch predecessors while steadily integrating English customs. This

chapter coterminously reflects on how the very foundations of power
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dynamics, cultural exchanges, and colonial ambitions defined early

American history and set the tone for subsequent centuries of development.

In this tumultuous yet transformative period, the fall of New Amsterdam

stands as a testament to the fragility and fluidity of power in colonial

America.
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5. Chapter 4: Legacy of New Amsterdam: How
Dutch Foundations Shaped Modern America

The legacy of New Amsterdam, the Dutch settlement that eventually

evolved into modern New York City, is profoundly interwoven within the

very fabric of American identity today. Russell Shorto's exploration in "The

Island at the Center of the World" delves into how the cultural, social, and

political principles established during the Dutch era laid the groundwork for

key aspects of present-day America. This chapter carefully examines these

foundational elements, underscoring the significance of diversity, tolerance,

commerce, and governance introduced by the Dutch.

One of the most notable legacies of New Amsterdam is its emphasis on

diversity and pluralism. From its inception, the colony was a haven for

various nationalities and religions, recognizing that a melting pot of cultures

could lead to a thriving society. Unlike many other colonies at the time,

which were often rigidly Protestant, New Amsterdam welcomed Jews,

Catholics, and dissenters from various Christian denominations. This legacy

of religious freedom is often revered as one of the fundamental principles

shaping American society, where the First Amendment guarantees freedom

of religion.

The Dutch approach to governance was also revolutionary. Their system

supported a degree of self-governance uncommon for the era as it allowed
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inhabitants to participate in local decision-making processes through elected

representatives within a council. The Dutch instituted a form of participatory

governance which would later influence American democratic ideals. This

foundation is evident today in the democratic systems of government

established within the United States, where individual voices and opinions

are valued within the political discourse.

Commercial enterprise was another pillar of the Dutch legacy. New

Amsterdam thrived as a bustling trading hub, driven by commerce that

transcended simple monetary transactions. The Dutch brought with them an

entrepreneurial spirit, emphasizing trade, innovation, and economic growth.

The establishment of New Amsterdam as a marketplace not only cemented

its place as a critical economic center but also laid the groundwork for the

capitalism that would characterize the American economy. The boroughs of

Manhattan and Brooklyn are now among the most lucrative business

districts globally, a testament to the Dutch emphasis on trade and finance.

Moreover, New Amsterdam's urban planning and infrastructure reflected

advanced thinking in city design that prioritized accessible public spaces and

transportation routes. The notion of forming accessible and inclusive

communities has become a hallmark of urban planning in modern America,

with cities across the nation continuously striving to create livable

environments. The original policies implemented by the Dutch such as the
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importance of streets, public parks, and port access are seen echoed in the

urban developments across America today, from the green spaces of Central

Park to the architectural ambitions of various city planners.

The rich cultural tapestry of New Amsterdam further contributed to the

American identity; its legacy is visible in the arts, law, and social customs.

The tolerance and coexistence practiced within the colony fostered a rich

blend of Dutch, African, Jewish, and Native American cultural influences.

The culinary traditions brought by various immigrant groups notably shaped

American cuisine, from soul food to fusion dishes that flourish in

contemporary dining scenes.

In conclusion, the influence of New Amsterdam is not merely relegated to

the pages of history. Its legacy continues to resonate through the values of

diversity, freedom, and commerce that define contemporary America today.

As Russell Shorto eloquently articulates, the principles set forth during the

Dutch period in New York serve as a cornerstone for the national ethos,

reminding us that the origins of our modern society are rooted in a

harmonious blend of cultures and ideas.

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/fqCzDLdjgMb


6. Conclusion: Reflecting on the Lessons from
the Island at the Center of the World

In concluding our exploration of "The Island at the Center of the World" by

Russell Shorto, it becomes clear that this narrative is not merely a recounting

of historical events; rather, it serves as a critical reflection on the broader

implications of the Dutch influence in shaping not only New York but

modern American society as a whole. The story of New Amsterdam—the

bustling Dutch settlement that eventually became New York City—invites

us to consider the foundational principles of diversity, tolerance, and

governance that continue to resonate in contemporary discussions about

identity and community in America.

One of the most compelling lessons that emerges from Shorto's work is the

idea that New Amsterdam epitomized a unique vision of pluralism. Unlike

many of its contemporaries, the Dutch approach was characterized by an

acceptance of various cultures and religions. This was evident in their

policies that welcomed immigrants from different backgrounds, including

Jews, Africans, and the diverse peoples of Europe. In a time when religious

persecution was rampant, and rigid social hierarchies were the norm, New

Amsterdam offered a sanctuary for those seeking freedom. It is a lesson that

modern America, often touted as a melting pot, must continue to uphold and

strive towards, reminding us of the strength found in unity through diversity.
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Moreover, the governance model introduced by the Dutch—those early

experiments in democratic decision-making and civic responsibility—set a

precedent for the political dialogue that would evolve as America itself was

formed. New Amsterdam’s administration encouraged participation from its

citizens, valuing their input in local governance. Today, as we witness

increasing polarization and discontent with political structures, Shorto’s

portrayal prompts readers to rethink civic engagement. It is a reminder that

democracy is nurtured through dialogue, participation, and an inclusive

approach to leadership, much like the early Dutch colonists who understood

that their survival depended on collaboration and mutual respect among

varied groups.

The fall of New Amsterdam to the British in 1664 highlights another vital

lesson regarding resilience and adaptation. The shifting power dynamics

illustrated in Shorto’s narrative reveal how historical narratives are often

subject to change as power structures evolve. In contemporary society, we

are frequently reminded of the need for adaptability in the face of challenges

and change—whether political, environmental, or social. Just as the Dutch

settlers had to navigate their transformation into a British colony while

retaining certain aspects of their identity, we too must be prepared to

embrace change while holding onto our core values and beliefs.

Additionally, the legacy of New Amsterdam teaches us about the importance
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of historical memory. The concept of 'place' and how it informs identity can

be seen in areas like Wall Street, which, according to Shorto, echoes the

early Dutch trading practices that laid the groundwork for America’s

financial capital. This underscores the relevance of understanding our

history, not just as a series of events, but as a living entity that contributes to

our current identity and societal structure. Recognizing the roots of our

present can illuminate paths toward a more inclusive future, making us

aware of the historical injustices we must address today.

Lastly, the narrative illustrates the intertwining of commerce and culture

which adds richness to urban life. The vibrant markets and social diversity of

New Amsterdam fostered an economic system that thrived on trade and

personal connections. As globalization presses further into the modern

world, Shorto’s insights encourage us to foster local economies while

celebrating international influences, thereby creating a balanced approach to

economic development that benefits all societal layers.

In essence, "The Island at the Center of the World" invites us to reflect on

the foundational lessons of tolerance, governance, resilience, historical

awareness, and the navigation of cultural influences. As we draw these

lessons into our present context, it becomes clear that the enduring spirit of

New Amsterdam continues to echo through the streets of New York City and

beyond, urging us to embody its legacy in our everyday lives. As we stand at
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the confluence of diverse cultures and narratives in our contemporary

society, may we embrace this rich heritage to foster a future grounded in

understanding, cooperation, and respect for all.
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