
Founding of New York 

The story of the New York Colony begins with Henry Hudson’s 1609 voyage up the river that 
now bears his name. Commissioned by the Dutch East India Company, Hudson’s mission was 
to find a northwest passage to Asia. Though no such route existed, the expedition revealed rich 
trading opportunities in the region’s forests and waterways. By 1624, the Dutch West India 
Company established New Netherland, focusing on the fur trade with Native American tribes. 

The strategic location of Manhattan Island, at the mouth of the Hudson River, led the Dutch to 
build New Amsterdam—a fort and trading outpost that became the nucleus of the colony. 
Economic success drew interest from other European powers. In 1664, the English captured 
New Netherland without significant bloodshed, renaming it New York after the Duke of York. 
This takeover reflected England’s broader ambitions to consolidate power along the Atlantic 
seaboard. 

The First Settlers 

In New Netherland, the Dutch welcomed a variety of settlers, including French Huguenots, 
Scandinavians, Germans, Jews, and others fleeing persecution or seeking economic 
opportunity. New Amsterdam was particularly noted for its religious and cultural diversity, a 
legacy that would persist under English control. While the Dutch Reformed Church remained 
influential, other congregations found room to worship. 

Indigenous peoples played a central role in the colony’s early years. The Lenape in the lower 
Hudson region and the Mohawk, part of the Iroquois Confederacy, were significant trading 
partners. However, as the European population expanded, conflicts arose over land and 
resources, leading to the gradual displacement of Native tribes. Nonetheless, the fur trade 
continued to be a profitable enterprise, linking Native trappers with Dutch—and later 
English—merchants. 

Geography and Climate 

New York’s diverse landscape shaped the colony’s growth. The coastal plains around New 
York Harbor facilitated maritime trade, while the Hudson River acted as a natural highway into 
the interior. Further north, the terrain becomes hillier and eventually mountainous near the 
Adirondacks. A network of smaller rivers and lakes supported settlement throughout the region. 

The climate varies significantly from south to north. Coastal areas, including Manhattan and 
Long Island, have milder winters, whereas the interior experiences colder conditions with 
heavier snowfall. The Hudson Valley offers fertile land for farming, and the vast forests 
provided timber and game. These resources contributed to the colony’s expanding agricultural, 
commercial, and industrial activities over time. 

Jobs and Economy 



During the Dutch period, fur trading dominated, fueled by the high demand for beaver pelts in 
Europe. The English takeover did not diminish this trade but rather expanded commercial 
possibilities. The Port of New York soon became a bustling hub for transatlantic shipping, 
exchanging raw materials—like furs, wheat, and timber—for European manufactured goods. 

Agriculture took hold especially in the Hudson River Valley. Large estates, known as 
patroonships under the Dutch, transitioned into English manors, continuing to produce grains, 
cattle, and other commodities. Merchants in New York City capitalized on the colony’s central 
position, with ships regularly traveling to England, the Caribbean, and other colonies. 
Shipbuilding, fishing, and craftsmanship also contributed to the local economy, supporting 
both rural and urban communities. 

Government and Democracy 

Under Dutch rule, authority in New Netherland rested with a series of Director-Generals, who 
reported to the Dutch West India Company. Many settlers, especially outside Manhattan, felt 
distant from this centralized power. When the English assumed control, the Duke of York initially 
set up a proprietary government, issuing the Duke’s Laws to govern local matters. 

As the colony grew, tensions between the Crown-appointed governors and colonists seeking 
representation became more pronounced. A major step came in 1683, when New York’s first 
assembly convened, allowing elected representatives to propose laws. Still, royal governors 
held veto power, and disputes over taxation and land rights were common. These conflicts 
mirrored broader trends in the American colonies, foreshadowing the push for self-government 
that would culminate in the Revolutionary era. 
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