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Introduction

The Netherlands, situated at the delta where some of Europe’s most significant rivers
meet the North Sea, has long balanced its existence between land and water. Its
history is marked by a unique interplay between geography and human ingenuity, as
generations have wrestled with the waters to reclaim habitable land while
simultaneously leveraging their location to become a nexus of commerce, culture, and
innovation. The very word "Netherlands" — meaning "Low Lands" — is a testament to
the country’s great challenge: to not just survive, but thrive, below sea level.

From the distant traces of prehistoric hunters along ancient waterways to the bustling
modern realm at the heart of the European Union, the story of the Netherlands is one

of transformation and resilience. It is a land that has known the rule of Roman legions
and Germanic warlords, the might of medieval princes, and the grandeur of dukes and
emperors. These layers of history are not merely artifacts but living influences visible

in the cities, the waterways, and in Dutch social and political culture.

Crucial turning points punctuate Dutch history: the forging of a rebellious republic
amid the Eighty Years’ War, the rise to global prominence in the Golden Age, and the
subsequent periods of struggle, reform, and reinvention. The Dutch spirit, shaped by
centuries of conflict, trade, and negotiation, has fostered an enduring commitment to
tolerance, pragmatic politics, and open engagement with the world. It is this spirit that
helped the country recover from occupation and devastation in the twentieth century,
inspiring the resilience and innovation that continue to characterize the nation today.

This book, A History of Netherlands, traces that extraordinary journey in all its
diversity and complexity. From archaeological relics of Stone Age settlements and the
towering dolmens of Drenthe, to the vibrant markets of medieval cities and the
windmills turning above reclaimed polders, readers will explore how the Dutch
confronted the challenges of geography, foreign rule, and religious division. Stories of
merchants and mapmakers, artists and revolutionaries, political leaders and everyday
citizens illuminate each era’s unique contributions to the Dutch national identity.

Yet the history of the Netherlands is not simply a tale of triumph and progress. It is
also one of hardship and loss: wars that razed cities, floods that claimed thousands of
lives, empires gained and relinquished, and the haunting tragedy of the Holocaust.
The Netherlands’ history challenges us to consider how societies overcome adversity,
respond to injustice, and craft new beginnings in the wake of upheaval.

Today, the Netherlands stands as a modern democracy with a rich legacy. Its journey
from scattered tribes to a leading role in Europe and the world stage holds relevance
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beyond its borders. In following this path, we uncover not only the evolution of a
nation, but also insights into the enduring complexities of freedom, identity, and
human endeavor.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Deep Past - Ancient Landscapes
and Early People

Long before bustling cities or intricate waterworks defined the area now known as the
Netherlands, it was a land shaped profoundly by the rhythms of nature. Here, at the
delta of major European rivers and the edge of the North Sea, the very ground
beneathfoot was, and still is, a work in progress. This ever-changing, low-lying
geography has been a constant character in the unfolding human story, influencing
everything from where people settled to how they lived and moved across the
landscape.

Imagine a time, some 37,000 years ago, when the last great ice age held much of
Europe in its frozen grip. While massive ice sheets covered areas further north, the
region that would become the Netherlands experienced a harsh, tundra-like climate.
This was a world of vast, open spaces, with sparse vegetation, where hardy animals
roamed. Amidst this challenging environment, early humans, specifically
Neanderthals, left their mark. The oldest traces of their presence have been
discovered in the higher ground near what is now Maastricht, offering a glimpse into
the lives of these ancient inhabitants. Flint tools found near Woerden also attest to
human presence in the area at least 37,000 years ago. More remarkably, a fragment
of a Neanderthal skull, dating back 40,000 years, was found on the floor of the North
Sea, off the coast of Zeeland, reminding us just how much the coastline has shifted
over millennia. These were hunter-gatherers, following the movements of game across
the cold, open plains.

As the last ice age began to wane and the climate gradually warmed, around 11,700
years ago, the landscape transformed. The ice sheets retreated, giving way to a period
known as the Mesolithic, or Middle Stone Age. This era saw the development of a more
varied and sophisticated toolkit as people adapted to a changing environment. The
vast tundra was slowly replaced by forests, and the rising sea levels and melting ice
created a landscape rich in rivers, lakes, and wetlands. This watery world provided
new opportunities for sustenance, and the people of the Mesolithic became adept at
exploiting these resources. They hunted, fished, and gathered a wider variety of plants
and animals.

Evidence of their ingenuity and connection to the aquatic environment is particularly
compelling. The Pesse canoe, discovered in the province of Drenthe, stands as a
remarkable testament to their capabilities. Carved from a single Scots pine log using
tools of flint or antler, this dugout canoe has been carbon-dated to between 8200 BC
and 7600 BC, making it the oldest recovered canoe in the world. Its existence
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demonstrates that the people of this time were not only navigating the waterways but
likely using them for fishing, transport, and perhaps even trade. Imagine the skill and
effort required to hollow out a tree trunk with rudimentary tools - a true feat of ancient
engineering. The Pesse canoe, now housed in the Drents Museum, is a tangible link to
these early inhabitants and their mastery of their environment.

Beyond the single, remarkable canoe, other artifacts from the Mesolithic period paint a
picture of daily life. Tools became smaller and more refined, with the use of microliths
- tiny sharpened stones that could be attached to bone or antler shafts to create
composite tools like barbed harpoons and arrows. Nets and fish weirs were also
developed, highlighting the importance of fishing in their diet. These hunter-gatherer
communities often established more permanent or semi-permanent settlements near
water, where food resources were plentiful.

Around 5000 BC, a significant shift began to occur, primarily in the southern part of
the Netherlands, in the region of Limburg. This marked the gradual arrival of
agriculture, brought by people associated with the Linear Pottery culture. Named for
the distinctive linear decorations on their pottery, these were farming communities
who had migrated from further east, following fertile loess soils. The introduction of
farming represented a fundamental change in lifestyle, moving away from a solely
nomadic or semi-nomadic existence to one tied to cultivating crops and raising
livestock. The earliest evidence of farming in the Netherlands is found in southern
Limburg, where these early farmers settled and began to grow crops like emmer
wheat, einkorn wheat, peas, and lentils, and keep animals such as goats, sheep,
cattle, and pigs.

The Linear Pottery culture people built substantial wooden houses, some quite large,
which served as the center of their farming activities. These longhouses, constructed
with clay walls and thatched roofs, provided shelter for families and perhaps storage
for their harvests. The remains of these houses, along with tools like axes,
arrowheads, scrapers, knives, and grinding stones used for processing grain, have
been unearthed by archaeologists, providing valuable insights into their lives. The
distinctive pottery, with its incised linear patterns, is another key identifier of this
culture.

While farming took root in the south, other parts of the Netherlands saw different
developments. The Swifterbant culture, present from around 5600 BC, represents a
fascinating blend of old and new. These groups, located in the wetlands and coastal
areas, were initially hunter-gatherers with a strong connection to the water, much like
their Mesolithic predecessors. They utilized the rich resources of their environment,
engaging in hunting, fishing, and fowling. However, over time, they began to adopt
aspects of the Neolithic lifestyle, including animal husbandry. Between 4800 BC and
4500 BC, some Swifterbant groups started keeping domesticated animals. By 4000
BC, there is evidence of small-scale crop cultivation alongside their traditional foraging
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practices. The Swifterbant culture demonstrates that the transition to agriculture was
not necessarily a sudden replacement of one way of life by another, but rather a more
complex process of cultural exchange and adaptation. Their pottery, while distinct,
shows some similarities with contemporary cultures further north, indicating
connections across regions.

As the Neolithic period progressed, around 4000 BC, the Funnelbeaker culture made
its appearance, extending its influence from Denmark through northern Germany into
the northern Netherlands. This culture is particularly notable for its impressive
megalithic monuments, the dolmens, which are found predominantly in the province
of Drenthe. These large stone tombs, built using massive boulders transported by
glaciers during the ice age, served as communal burial sites. The construction of these
hunebeds, as they are known locally, would have required significant effort and
organization, suggesting a degree of social complexity among the Funnelbeaker
people. While the exact rituals and beliefs associated with the dolmens remain a
subject of study, their presence indicates a reverence for the dead and a connection to
the landscape that transcended daily survival. The Funnelbeaker culture were farmers,
and their characteristic funnel-shaped pottery is often found at their settlement and
burial sites.

Around 2950 BCE, another cultural shift is visible in the archaeological record with the
emergence of the Corded Ware culture. This culture, also known in different regions by
names like Single Grave culture or Battle Axe culture, spread across large parts of
Europe. In the Netherlands, the Corded Ware culture is associated with a move
towards a more pastoralist lifestyle, with an emphasis on raising livestock, particularly
cattle. Their material culture includes pottery decorated with cord impressions, battle
axes, and a distinct burial practice involving single graves, often under mounds. These
burials often included grave goods, such as battle axes for men and ornaments and
pottery for women, providing insights into their social structure and beliefs. The
Corded Ware culture is also linked to the introduction of the wheel and early
experimentation with metalworking, specifically copper.

The subsequent Bronze Age, beginning around 2000 BC, saw an increase in prosperity
and trade networks that extended beyond the immediate region. While copper was
rare locally, bronze, an alloy of copper and tin, became more widely used for tools,
weapons, and jewelry. The presence of bronze objects, often found in hoards, indicates
trade with other areas of Europe where copper and tin were available. Drenthe
appears to have been a significant trading center during this period, with finds of
valuable bronze objects and even large bronze buckets that were manufactured
elsewhere. Bronze Age settlements have been found in various parts of the
Netherlands, including evidence of organized communities with multi-aisled houses.
The development of metalworking, even if the raw materials were imported, signifies
growing technological knowledge and interconnectedness with neighboring regions.
The Bronze Age also saw the continuation and evolution of burial practices, with the
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construction of burial mounds becoming more prevalent. Recent discoveries have also
revealed complex ritual sites, sometimes referred to as 'Dutch Stonehenges,' which
were used to track celestial events, indicating a growing understanding of the cosmos.
These sites, built with wood which has long since decomposed, demonstrate that while
stone monuments like the dolmens were characteristic of earlier periods, the
importance of aligning structures with the sun and stars persisted.
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