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 Explore the Kingdom of the Netherlands

The Kingdom of the Netherlands, lying mostly in
Western Europe, is a country well worth exploring. The names
Netherlands and Holland brings tulips, clogs and windmills to mind,
but that is not the only attraction this country has to offer, it
boasts a tremendous amount of history in cities and small villages
alike. Its Europe’s most densely populated country representing not
only the Dutch Nation but expats from many countries all over the
world.
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Many people refer to the Kingdom of the Netherlands
as “Holland” when in actual fact Holland only consists of two of
the twelve provinces that make up the Netherlands; North Holland
and South Holland. Many Dutch people living outside of these
regions object to their country being referred to as “Holland” and
not “The Netherlands”. Nevertheless Holland is an accepted name for
this country and most tourists refer to it as such.

For over two thousand years the inhabitants of the
Netherlands have been holding back the North Sea from overtaking
their land. If this had not been done Netherlands would never have
existed this long – it would have been covered by the sea long ago.
The dikes the early settlers built were known as “terpen”. There
were times when flooding occurred and sections of the land had to
be reclaimed from the sea again. The Dutch constantly worked to
keep the waters of the South Sea back and to this day it’s an
ongoing mission to reclaim the land from the sea.

Once the building of the dikes was completed in a
certain area, windmills were erected to pump excess water from the
soil to keep it dry. Currently modern pumps are replacing the
windmills. The areas reclaimed from the sea are known as polders.
The farmlands are divided by drainage ditches to keep the sea from
swamping the reclaimed land.

The name “Netherlands” means “low country” as only
about 50 % of its land exceeds one meter above sea level. Much of
the land, which has been reclaimed from the sea, is below sea
level. It’s an ongoing program to reclaim land from the sea so that
the sea does not eventually overtake the land. One could say that a
great portion of the Netherlands is man-made and therefore very
flat – you will not find any mountains to climb in this
country.

In spite of this The Netherlands is a very densely
populated country and although the towns and villages are often
very small, they have much to offer tourists.

The three main cities of The Netherlands is
Amsterdam, not only the capital city, but one of the leading
cultural cities in Europe. Den Haag or The Hague is where the Dutch
seat of government is situated and Rotterdam, the city with the
largest port in Europe.
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During spring and summer the bulb-fields make
exquisite patches of bright colors on the Dutch landscape. This is
probably what the Netherlands is best known for; acres upon acres
of a variety of flowers. The tulip is the best known flower in
Holland, the bulbs of these beautiful flowers are exported all over
the world and fresh cut tulips and daffodils are in demand in many
countries.


Dutch Cuisine

 The
Netherlands is not actually on the top of the best cuisine list of
the world, but their food is good and wholesome and very tasty. The
traditional recipes all made use of what was available from farming
the land and from dairy farming so a lot of butter and cheese was
used in their recipes. Because of their close proximity to the sea,
fish and seafood also played a big part in Dutch cuisine and still
does to this day.

Dutch cuisine has become more cosmopolitan in later
years and you will not be deprived of international “junk food”
while traveling – if that’s what you are craving, but don’t lose
out by not tasting the local cuisine.
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You need to try Hollandse Nieuwe Haring at least
once. Its raw herring fish served with or without chopped onions
and can be off putting to the uninitiated – it is in fact very
tasty. It may be served with bread.
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Poffertjies (puffs) are made from buckwheat and yeast
and served sprinkled with icing sugar and butter. They resemble
small pancakes and make a tasty snack, which are often sold at
street markets and stalls.

Krokets (Croquets) these savory snacks are made from
a mixture of meat and potatoes and formed into a sausage shape and
then deep-fried. They are also popular snacks offered at street
markets.

Bitterballen (bitter balls) they are in actual fact
made the same way as krokets, only they are shaped into balls.
There’s nothing bitter about them. They are often served in bars
and coffee shops and sold at street markets.
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Breakfast and lunch usually consist mainly of bread
with toppings. The Dutch eat a lot of bread this is evident in the
variety of loaves on offer in bakeries and markets.
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The Dutch also enjoy plenty of fresh vegetables
available from the local markets
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Dinner usually comprises of meat and potatoes and
hearty soups. Meat servings are small served with vegetables.
Desserts are tasty and many of the recipes contain apples,
appelmoes and appelstroop (apple sauce and apple syrup)

Dishes you might see on restaurant menus:

Bruine Bonen Soep – brown bean soup – very tasty and
wholsome

Erwtensoep – traditional Dutch split pea soup – tasty
and filling

Voorjaarsgroentesoep – Spring vegetable soup – a
lighter soup and also delicious

The soups are delicious and are often served with
“balletjes” – meatballs

Frikadellen – meat balls

Desserts

Dishes are often served with “appelmoes” – apple
sauce

Sweet treats will be served with “appelstroop” –
apple syrup

Dutch caramel sauce

A delicious sweet treat is Limburgse Vlaai, a pie
made from lightweight pastry and filled with fruit. Often it’s
served with whipped cream or a chocolate topping. It’s delicious
served as a dessert or with afternoon coffee.
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Cheese also plays a large part in Dutch cuisine many
of their dishes contain dairy products like various cheeses, yogurt
and cream. Cheese making is a huge industry in the Netherlands;
their cheeses are renowned in many parts of the world.


What do the Dutch like to drink?

 Beer is the most popular drink
when it’s hot, but what is nicer than real hot chocolate on a cold
day or steaming hot spiced wine to take the chill out of your
bones?

The bars serve the same drinks you will enjoy
anywhere else in Europe.

Tea and coffee are also freely available as in most
other countries of the world.


Clogs
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Clogs are still worn in the Netherlands after being
around since about 1360. It’s the only footwear that keeps the feet
dry and warm at all times. Clogs are made from balsa-white poplar
wood and trees are grown for this very purpose to keep up the
supply. There is a constant demand for them, not only in the
Netherlands but as tourist items. What better souvenir to take back
home from your Dutch vacation than a pair of brightly painted
clogs? They are surprisingly comfortable to wear.
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Clogs are carved from blocks of wet balsa wood and
then decorated with paint to make them more waterproof.
Traditionally they are painted yellow with red patterns, but many
of the clogs made for souvenirs are decorated in various colors and
designs to attract the attention of the tourists.

In bygone-times villagers used to decorate their
clogs in certain colors and could be identified by the colors and
patterns of their clogs.


Where to stay

 There is
plenty of accommodation in the cities and towns of the Netherlands.
Pre-booking is a good idea if you have a vacation planned and you
know where you will be at certain stages of your vacation. If on
the other hand you are backpacking or just touring around you will
have no problem finding a hotel, hostel, guest house or vacation
apartment to spend the night.

Many of the hotel chains are to be found in the
Netherlands – your stay in one of these hotels will be much the
same as it would be back home.


Modes of transport in the Netherlands
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Getting around the Netherlands is in most cases very
simple. Most cities and towns have railway services, buses and
trams, taxis, rental cars, and of course the Dutch people’s main
mode of transport, the faithful bike.

It is said that there are more bicycles than
residents in the Netherlands. The country is so small that it makes
good sense to rather ride a bike than a car that uses up so much
space on the road. Old and young alike enjoy riding their bikes and
as there are no hills to worry about, flat riding is easy even for
small children.

Bikes are freely available for hire at numerous
places in the cities and towns and from local hotels. Rent a bike
and enjoy sightseeing at a slow pace whilst getting your daily
exercise at the same time.
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In most cases tourists arrive via Schiphol Airport in
Amsterdam. From this point you have a couple of transport options
to reach your first destination. There is a direct railway link
from the airport to Amsterdam Central Station and airport shuttle
services to most of the hotels in the city. Buses and taxis are
freely available in front of the airport.

Rental cars, bikes and taxis are available from
airports and stations.
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In the towns and cities that still have canals – take
a canal boat to go sight seeing or shopping. It’s a lot of fun and
you get to see the beautiful Dutch houses from close by.

Antwerp Airport and Rotterdam Airport are closer to
the cities than Schiphol Airport.

Rotterdam port can also be reached by ferry.

The train services from Central Station to various
destinations are in place all day long and in many cases until
quite late at night.

Other points of entry:

Groningen: Airport Eelde

Public transport timetables can be obtained from
local bus and train stations and also online. Make sure you
download the timetables for public transport for the areas you will
be visiting before arriving in the country. This saves a lot of
time if you are already acquainted with the names of the relevant
bus and train stations you will be using.


Amsterdam
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Amsterdam is the best-known city in the Netherlands,
a friendly city with plenty to offer the tourist. You will be
delighted to find that most people speak perfect English, their
native Dutch and often French and German as well.

It is one of the leading cultural centers in Europe.
No wonder the Opera House or Muziektheater, situated in the old
picturesque area of Amsterdam on the River Amstel, is such a
popular item on “things-to-see” lists of tourists. The opera season
lasts all year round and there are at least forty events taking
place every day in the Opera House, free lunch concerts in
Boekmanzaal inside the theatre with the famous De Nederlandse Opera
choir, the Dutch Philharmonic Orchestra and the Dutch Opera
Studio.
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The Anne Frank House, situated in the center of
Amsterdam, close to Central Station, is not to be missed if you are
interested in Dutch history.
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Hermitage Amsterdam, a satellite museum of the State
Hermitage Museum in St Petersburg situated on the banks of the
Amstel River, is a must to visit if you enjoy museums. Here you can
soak up the culture of both Russia and Amsterdam.

Sight seeing in the Netherlands is best done by bike
or walking. Riding a bicycle gives you the opportunity to see the
countryside from close by and at a slower pace.

The Amstel River is a good place to start exploring
nature, as from here there are organized cycling tours as well as
self organized trails, to the surrounding rivers and wetlands of
Amsterdam. This route of approximately 55 kms is a most enjoyable
route as there is plenty to see along the way. There are enough
opportunities to stop for lunch on the way.

Getting around Amsterdam is very convenient as
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