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Introduction

The Netherlands is a land defined by movement—a constant negotiation between
people and water, tradition and innovation, local rootedness and global outlook. Yet,
for many outsiders, this remarkable country is visually and culturally reduced to its
celebrated capital: Amsterdam. Its glittering canals, vibrant nightlife, and
cosmopolitan pulse entice millions each year. But the true heart of the Dutch Lowlands
beats beyond the city’s stone bridges, in a landscape shaped as much by the tides and
winds as by the hands and hearts of generations.

This book, Walking in the Windmills: Life in the Dutch Lowlands, invites you to step off
the crowded paths and rails leading to Amsterdam and wander into the lesser-known,
yet no less enchanting, realms that define the nation. Our journey will span the twelve
provinces—from the windswept islands of Friesland, the marshy expanses of Drenthe,
to the sunlit plains and orchards of Zeeland and Limburg. The goal is not just to
showcase beautiful scenery or introduce local delicacies, but to illuminate the intricate
relationship between landscape, history, and culture that sets the Dutch Lowlands
apart.

Central to this exploration is water: both adversary and ally, sculptor and subject. For
centuries, the Dutch have fought to claim and retain their land, inventing ingenious
systems of dykes, canals, and polders, and littering the horizon with windmills whose
arms tirelessly turn in service of survival. This dedication has fostered a national
character marked by adaptability, resilience, and an unwavering belief in collective
effort—values that ripple out far beyond engineering and into the daily routines,
beliefs, and celebrations of its people.

But water is only one thread in the colorful tapestry of life here. From the songs sung
in local dialects to the rites of passage marking life’s turning points, the Dutch
countryside holds tight to a fierce sense of place and regional identity. Annual festivals
like the raucous southern carnaval and the legendary Elfstedentocht, an epic ice-
skating tour threading through eleven historic cities of Friesland, illustrate the vitality
and pride at the heart of every province. Within these pages, you’ll encounter the
people behind such events: villagers, farmers, bakers, artists, and craftspeople whose
stories both preserve and propel the Lowlands’ living culture.

Of course, no journey across the Lowlands is complete without savoring its tastes—the
fruits of the sea and field, the fragrance of bakeries on market day, legendary
cheeses, family recipes handed down through generations, and unexpected culinary
gems that tell stories of resourcefulness and celebration. Dining in the Dutch
provinces is a lesson in sustainability, seasonality, and regional adaptation, revealing
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deep connections between food, community, and landscape.

This book is for explorers at home or abroad: armchair travelers, culture-seekers,
expats, and food lovers alike. Each chapter blends vivid narrative, firsthand accounts,
historical insight, visual scene-setting, and practical tips for experiencing the Dutch
Lowlands in all their sensory richness. Above all, it challenges received wisdom about
a nation so often summarized in a single city, inviting you to walk in the
windmills—discovering each swirl, sound, and taste that make life beyond Amsterdam
so extraordinary.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Land Below the Sea: Polders,
Dykes, and the Making of the Dutch Lowlands

Imagine a country that, by its very nature, shouldn't exist as it does. A land largely
formed from sediments carried by powerful rivers and the relentless North Sea, much
of it sitting below sea level. This is the Netherlands, a place where the landscape itself
is a testament to human ingenuity and a stubborn refusal to yield to the forces of
nature. The story of the Dutch Lowlands is, at its core, a story of water management,
an epic struggle to create and protect habitable land where nature intended only
swamps and shallow seas.

For thousands of years, the area that would become the Netherlands was a watery
expanse of peat bogs, marshes, and floodplains, constantly reshaped by the Rhine,
Meuse, and Schelde rivers, and the ebb and flow of the North Sea. Early inhabitants,
long before the grand engineering feats, adapted to this challenging environment by
settling on natural elevations like sand dunes and river embankments. In the northern
regions, as early as 500 BC, people began constructing artificial dwelling mounds
known as terpen (or wierden) to elevate their homes above the reach of floods. These
elevated areas offered a vital refuge during high tides and storm surges.

But simply living on higher ground wasn't enough for long. As populations grew and
the desire for more arable land intensified, communities began to actively confront the
water. The earliest forms of basic dikes, discontinuous and often rudimentary,
appeared to protect newly claimed agricultural fields from inundation. This marked the
hesitant beginning of organized flood defenses.

The transformation from simply adapting to actively shaping the land truly began to
accelerate in the medieval period. From the 11th and 12th centuries onwards, people
started draining delta swamps into nearby rivers, creating arable land. This process,
while creating new land, also caused the drained peat to oxidize and the soil levels to
lower, often to below the surrounding river water levels. This ongoing subsidence
meant that the battle against water was never a one-time victory but a continuous
commitment.

The 12th century also saw the emergence of the "water boards" (waterschappen or
heemraadschappen), which are still a fundamental part of Dutch governance today.
These unique, regional governing bodies were born out of necessity: people realized
that effective defense against the water required cooperation that transcended
individual village or county boundaries. Farmers and landowners, directly benefiting
from these water control structures, formed councils to manage their increasingly
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extensive and complex systems. Early water boards were responsible for tasks like
flood control, managing regional water resources, and later, wastewater treatment.

The concept of a coordinating "High Water Authority" (Hoogheemraadschap)
originated in what is now the province of South Holland in the 12th century. These
early water boards, like the one established in 1273, represent some of the oldest
democratic structures in the Netherlands, with elected representatives and the
authority to levy taxes to fund their crucial work. This collaborative approach, born
from shared vulnerability, laid the groundwork for the famous "polder model" of
consensus-based decision-making that influences Dutch society even today.

The term "polder" itself refers to a low-lying tract of land that forms an artificial
hydrological entity, enclosed by dikes. There are generally three types: land reclaimed
from a body of water, flood plains separated by dikes, and marshes that are dike-
enclosed and subsequently drained. The Netherlands boasts some 3,000 polders
nationwide, accounting for about half the total surface area of polders in northwest
Europe. By 1961, roughly half of the country's land, an astounding 18,000 square
kilometers, had been reclaimed from the sea.

A significant turning point in land reclamation arrived in the 15th century with the
widespread adoption of windmill technology. While windmills had been used for
grinding grains since the 12th century, their most crucial role evolved to become
water management. These "polder mills" were specifically designed to pump water out
of low-lying areas and into canals or rivers, thereby creating dry land from lakes,
marshes, and even parts of the sea. This innovation allowed for the draining of much
larger bodies of water than previously possible, leading to the creation of extensive
polders.

The 17th to 19th centuries marked the zenith of windmill use, with an estimated 9,000
operational windmills across the Netherlands by the latter half of the 19th century.
Beyond their vital role in land reclamation, windmills also powered various industrial
processes, including sawmills that supported the nation's maritime growth, and mills
for crushing grains, spices, and producing paint, oil, mustard, and paper. The
Zaanstreek region, for instance, became a prominent industrial center due to its
numerous windmills.

The story of the polders is not just about engineering; it's about the very identity of
the Dutch people. The saying "God created the world, but the Dutch created the
Netherlands" speaks to this profound connection. It underscores a deeply ingrained
culture of perseverance, ingenuity, and communal responsibility. Living in a land
constantly threatened by water has fostered a unique way of life, where cooperation
and a pragmatic approach to problem-solving are paramount. This ethos extends
beyond water management, influencing the collaborative nature of Dutch society and
politics.
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The geology of the Netherlands plays a crucial role in understanding this constant
struggle. The country is primarily an alluvial plain, formed over thousands of years by
sediments deposited by rivers and the sea. Around 2,000 years ago, vast peat swamps
covered much of the northern and western parts of the country. While not technically
underwater, these swamps were water-saturated and unsuitable for permanent
settlement or agriculture. Coastal dunes and natural embankments provided some
protection, but large areas, particularly in the provinces of North Holland, South
Holland, Friesland, and Zeeland, remained inaccessible or seasonally impassable due
to high moisture levels. The fertile clay soil deposited by the sea was an early draw for
inhabitants, more productive than the inland peat and sandy soils.

The need for more land, particularly for agriculture, became a driving force behind
land reclamation. The successful creation of polders provided fertile ground,
transforming "swampy, peaty, warm, humid places" into productive agricultural land.
This expansion of land was not merely about survival; it was also driven by economic
aspirations, as the Netherlands developed one of the most intensive agricultural
sectors in the world, becoming a top exporter of agricultural products.

The development of the polders also influenced settlement patterns. Once a polder
was drained and made arable, a linear pattern of settlement often developed, with
farmhouses clustered together and planned field systems laid out with drainage
ditches. This organized approach to land use is another hallmark of the Dutch
relationship with their landscape.

Even today, with modern pumps replacing many historic windmills, the legacy of water
management continues to shape the Dutch Lowlands. The water boards remain a
powerful and autonomous layer of government, responsible for everything from flood
control to water quality and wastewater treatment. Their mandate is to provide safety
from water threats for all citizens, and they continue to adapt to new challenges like
rising sea levels and extreme weather patterns. The story of the land below the sea is
an ongoing narrative, a continuous dialogue between human ambition and the
relentless power of nature.
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