The original oil painting, Fort Orange and the Patroon’s House, circa 1650, was created as a gift for Crown Prince Willem-Alexander and Princess Máxima from the people of New York State to commemorate the quadricentennial celebration of the voyage of the Halve Maen (Half Moon) in 1609. That event marked the beginning of the Dutch period of New York’s history.

This is the latest depiction of the Fort by Len Tantillo, who has been researching and depicting this subject in numerous paintings and drawings over the last 23 years. This most recent work reflects the current understanding of this important Albany, New York landmark.
The painting shows us the simple wooden trading fort operated by the Dutch West India Company from 1624 until 1664. Contained within the fort walls a number of timber framed houses and the courthouse with its pavilion roof and cupola. The van Doosburgh house in the southeastern corner of the fort’s courtyard (lower left corner) was the subject of much attention when it was excavated by archeologists in the 1970’s. The Fort was surrounded by a stone-lined moat on all four sides and accessed via a bridge through a main gate that faced the river. The defensive diamond-shaped bastions on the corners of the fort were earthen filled and served as elevated cannon firing platforms.
Outside the walls of Fort Orange was the community of Beverwijck. To the left of the fort stood a crude tavern, depicted in the painting with a straw roof. To the right of the Fort, the most prominent structure, a long wooden building, served as the Patroon’s house and the church. It was of simple timber construction also with a straw roof. Killian van Rensselaer the original Patroon never visited the colony of Rensselaerswijck of which he was the chief administrator. It was only after his death in 1648 and a brief period of time in which his oldest son took the job of Patroon, that his second oldest son Jan Baptiste van Rensselaer became the first member of his family to live in the colony his family had administered for so many years. He was the first Patroon to actually reside in the Patroon’s house depicted in the painting.
Agriculture was an important aspect of life in Rensselaerswijck, especially as the fur trade began to decline. The fences in the painting are based on the locations indicated in a survey done in the 1690’s by Wolfgang Romer. The were used to protect crops from livestock and wild animals. Tobbacco, barley, wheat and corn were only a few of the many crops grown in the colony. To the left of the Patroon’s house is an orchard. We know that early Dutch settlers were successful in growing apples, cherries, pears and peaches. This is apparent in numerous historical references.
Directly above the fort, in the painting is a small herd of cattle grazing in one of several pastures. In addition to the burning brush and field debris there are two hay barracks visible. These open structures with adjustable straw rooftops protected the cattle’s feed from the weather. The roofs could be raised or lowered depending on the height of the hay stack at any given time.

The vessels depicted in the painting include a shallop under sail and preparing to land passengers. To the right of the schallop, tied up to the pilings in the river is a Dutch ketch and to the right is a rather ornately decorated yacht. The Dutch West India Company owned an operated many vessels. The yacht depicted may have been one such ship, possibly even employed by Pieter Stuyvesant on one of his many voyages to Albany from Manhattan.
A note from the Artist
This is the twelfth time I have painted Fort Orange since 1986. The point of view of five of those paintings has been from above. Why would an artist return to a subject of this type that many times over the span of 23 years? The answer lies in the fact that our knowledge base of historical data evolves over time and that this little trading fort on the banks of the Hudson River is important to me.

I was born in New York State and although I am very proud of my Italian ancestry, the influence of the 17th century Dutch and New Netherland is unalterable part of who I am. As an artist I believe my contribution to the documentation of New York’s heritage is through my work. One component that seems to keep attracting my attention is Fort Orange. 

