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Introduction

Amsterdam captures the imagination like few cities in the world. Famed for its
storybook canals, tilting gabled houses, and effortless blend of old-world charm and
progressive attitude, it draws millions of visitors eager to trace the footprints of
Rembrandt, Van Gogh, and Anne Frank. Yet, beneath the surface of postcard-perfect
scenes lies an intriguing complexity—one that reveals itself only to those keen to see
beyond the obvious and explore the hidden stories that continue to shape this
enchanting capital.

This book, "Beyond the Canals: The Hidden Stories of Amsterdam," is an invitation to
embark on an immersive journey far from the cliché. Too often, guides reduce the city
to a handful of icons: tulips, windmills, cheese, coffee shops, and bicycles. While those
images have their place, they are just the outer shell of a deeply textured city whose
true essence lives in its neighborhoods, its kitchens, its living history, and—most of
all—in the vibrant diversity of its people.

Through these pages, we seek out Amsterdam’s untold tales and lesser-known
corners. You'll wander the cobbled streets of the Jordaan, sample Surinamese
specialties in De Pijp, and chat with artists reviving old warehouses in Amsterdam-
Noord. The book weaves together historical anecdotes and contemporary experiences,
introducing you to the artisans, chefs, activists, and everyday Amsterdammers whose
spirit keeps the city dynamic, open-minded, and ever-evolving.

Our approach combines lively storytelling with thoroughly researched facts and voices
from across Amsterdam’s social spectrum. Each chapter offers a blend of discovery
and guidance: you’'ll find actionable recommendations for deeper
exploration—whether your journey is by bike, on foot, or from the comfort of your
favorite armchair. Far from just a travel guide, these pages offer a cultural exploration
for the curious, the food lover, the history enthusiast, and anyone wishing to
understand how a small city wields such bold influence on the world stage.

Most importantly, "Beyond the Canals" is about celebrating Amsterdam’s layers. From
secret courtyards and underground music scenes to multicultural food markets and
joyous local festivals, every story reveals another piece of this city’s radiant soul. By
venturing off the beaten path and letting local characters lead the way, we hope you’ll
discover an Amsterdam that surprises, delights, and inspires.

So welcome—whether you are a first-time visitor, a seasoned traveler, or simply

captivated by urban stories. Join us as we lift the veil on Amsterdam’s hidden gems,
taste its evolving flavors, and meet the characters—past and present—who make
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Holland’s capital truly unforgettable.
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CHAPTER ONE: Jordaan - From Working-Class Roots
to Creative Haven

The Jordaan, nestled just west of Amsterdam's grand canal belt, feels like a village
within a city. Its labyrinthine network of narrow streets, quaint canals, and hidden
courtyards offers a striking contrast to the more orderly grid of the central grachten.
This disorienting charm is no accident; the Jordaan was not part of the meticulously
planned 17th-century expansion of Amsterdam but rather grew organically from older
ditches and paths, giving it a unique, somewhat haphazard layout.

Initially dubbed "Het Nieuwe Werck" (The New Work), construction in the Jordaan
began around 1612. It was conceived as a district for the burgeoning working class
and a haven for the waves of immigrants and refugees who flocked to Amsterdam
seeking religious and political freedom. Over the centuries, this influx included
Protestant Flemings, Spanish and Portuguese Jews, and French Huguenots, all
contributing to the Jordaan's diverse tapestry.

Life in the early Jordaan was far from idyllic. The district became incredibly densely
populated, with small houses often crammed with large families. Around 1900, the
population swelled to an estimated 80,000 residents, a stark difference from the
roughly 20,000 who call it home today. Early descriptions paint a picture of a
challenging environment: an area riddled with open sewers, canals that doubled as
transport routes and waste disposal, and a complete lack of running water. Despite
these hardships, a strong sense of community and fellowship flourished among the
inhabitants.

The name "Jordaan" itself is subject to a few theories. The most popular suggests it's a
Dutch corruption of the French word "jardin," meaning "garden." This theory is
supported by the fact that many streets and canals in the area are indeed named after
flowers, plants, and trees. Another interesting theory posits that the Prinsengracht
canal, which borders the Jordaan, was once informally known as the "Jordaan"
(referring to the River Jordan), and the neighborhood beyond it took on the name by
association, particularly given the historical presence of a significant Jewish
community.

The Jordaan’s architectural quirks tell their own story. The famous "dancing
houses"—canal houses that appear to lean precariously—are not a whimsical design
choice but a consequence of the city being built on swampy ground. Over time, the
wooden poles supporting these buildings have deteriorated, causing uneven settling.
Until the 19th century, houses were also intentionally built with overhanging upper

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

floors to prevent rainwater from dripping onto the lower levels, adding to their
distinctive appearance. Another charming feature is the prevalence of stone tablets on
facades, which served as signs indicating the profession or family of the inhabitants
before house numbers became common.

Throughout its history, the Jordaan has been a hotbed of social and political activity,
known as a left-wing stronghold with a tumultuous past. Major riots erupted in the
neighborhood in 1835, 1886, 1917, and 1934. The February Strike of 1941, a pivotal
moment of Dutch resistance during World War Il, also began with meetings in the
Jordaan’s Noordermarkt square.

By the mid-20th century, the Jordaan faced a period of decline, with many buildings in
disrepair. There were even proposals for large-scale demolition. However, thanks to
strong resistance from local residents and city protectors like Monument Care, plans
were modified. Instead, small-scale projects focused on repairing and restoring the
neighborhood while preserving its original character. This initiative proved to be a
turning point, transforming the Jordaan from a perceived slum area into one of
Amsterdam's most desirable districts.

This transformation was also fueled by a new wave of residents. In the 1970s, artists,
students, and young professionals, drawn by the relatively low rents, began to
discover the Jordaan. While many original working-class residents eventually moved to
more affordable areas outside the city, the Jordaan today boasts a unique blend of
long-time locals and a vibrant, often artistic, new population. This demographic shift
has also driven up property values, making it one of the most expensive
neighborhoods in the Netherlands.

Despite these changes, the Jordaan retains its distinctive character. It remains an
oasis of peace, a labyrinth of narrow streets and small canals perfect for strolling.
Visitors can discover art studios tucked away in charming inner courtyards, traditional
"brown cafes" - historic pubs where locals gather - and independent boutiques and
galleries.

The Jordaan is also home to a concentration of "hofjes," serene hidden courtyards
surrounded by almshouses. Historically, these peaceful oases were built by wealthy
citizens as a form of charity, often providing housing for elderly single women. The
Begijnhof, dating back to the 14th century, is perhaps the most famous, historically
housing beguines, unmarried women devoted to a religious life. While many hofjes are
now privately inhabited and not always open to the public, some can be visited during
special "open monuments days" or during summer "hofjesconcerts."

Beyond its residential charm, the Jordaan offers a surprisingly rich cultural landscape,

particularly for its size. The area is dotted with small, niche museums. For instance,
the Pianola Museum showcases old mechanical pianos, while the Theo Thijssen
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Museum is dedicated to the famous Dutch writer. And for those seeking a truly unique
experience, Electric Ladyland, the Museum of Fluorescent Art, in the Jordaan, is the
world's only museum solely dedicated to fluorescent art, offering a psychedelic display
under UV lights. Just bordering the Jordaan, on the Prinsengracht, stands the Anne
Frank House, a poignant reminder of the city's wartime history and a globally
recognized landmark. The Westerkerk, with its iconic tower whose bells Anne Frank
wrote about in her diary, is also located just outside the Jordaan, marking a significant
presence. The Noorderkerk, built in the early 17th century, stands as the main
Protestant church within the Jordaan itself and is still in use today.

The Jordaan also boasts a lively music scene, particularly in the 20th century. Several

popular musicians who hailed from the neighborhood are commemorated with statues
and plaques. The annual Jordaanfestival celebrates this musical tradition, keeping the

spirit alive.

The culinary scene in the Jordaan is as diverse as its history. While traditional Dutch
fare can be found in its many cozy "brown cafes," the neighborhood also embraces
multicultural influences. Food tours often highlight the area’s offerings, from local
favorites like warm stroopwafels and bitterballen to international flavors reflecting
Amsterdam's diverse population. This blend of classic Dutch comfort food and global
cuisine makes the Jordaan a delightful destination for food enthusiasts.

Markets are another integral part of Jordaan life. The Noordermarkt hosts an organic
food market on Saturdays and a flea market on Mondays. The Westerstraat is known
for its Lapjesmarkt textile market, also on Mondays, and the Lindengracht hosts a
general market on Saturdays. These markets provide a vibrant glimpse into local life
and offer a chance to sample fresh produce and unique finds.

Today, the Jordaan continues to evolve, balancing its historical roots with its
contemporary artistic and residential identity. It is a place where past and present
seamlessly intertwine, inviting visitors to wander its charming streets, uncover its
hidden gems, and experience the authentic, enduring spirit of Amsterdam.

Deeper Dive: Jordaan

e Explore the Hofjes: While many are private, some hofjes occasionally open
their gates to the public. Keep an eye out for "Open Monumentendag" in
September, when many normally closed hofjes are accessible, or look for signs
of "hofjesconcerten" during the summer months. Even if closed, peering
through a gate often offers a glimpse into these serene spaces.

e Wander the Streets for Stone Tablets: Take your time strolling through
the narrow lanes and canals of the Jordaan, looking up at the facades. You’'ll be
surprised by the variety and artistry of the historic stone tablets, each telling a
silent story of the building's past inhabitants and their trades.

e Visit a "Brown Cafe": For an authentic local experience, step into one of the
Jordaan’s traditional "brown cafes." These cozy pubs are beloved for their
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warm atmosphere and often serve classic Dutch snacks like bitterballen
alongside local beers. Cafe Chris, dating back to 1624, is one of the oldest in
Amsterdam and offers a glimpse into the neighborhood's long history.

e Discover the Niche Museums: Beyond the well-known institutions, consider
a visit to the Electric Ladyland Museum for a truly unique artistic experience or
the Pianola Museum for a glimpse into musical history.

e Sample Local Flavors at the Markets: Plan a visit to the Noordermarkt on a
Saturday for its organic food offerings or the Westerstraat on a Monday to
explore the textile market. These markets are not only great for finding unique
items but also for soaking in the local atmosphere and trying some street food.
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