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DISCOVER AMSTERDAM



The Amsterdam that most people envision is real. In this romantic, crowded city, tulips blossom between cobblestones, centuries-old houses perch alongside winding canals, and bicycle bells ring in time with carillon bells echoing from historic church steeples. At night, music pulses from trendy nightclubs, smoke wafts out the doors of coffeeshops, and the notorious Red Light District winks suggestively at passersby.


Amsterdam is where you’ll find art from renowned Dutch masters and the hottest street artists only blocks apart. It’s home to medieval churches and avant-garde theaters. It’s a tolerant place that has historically welcomed hedonists and religious pilgrims in equal measure. Amsterdam embraces and embodies its contradictions.


In the summer, Amsterdam becomes a leafy oasis, dotted with parks and sunny terraces. Blue herons silently observe the parade of boats along the canals. Neighbors chat as they purchase bread, cheese, and produce at outdoor markets. By winter, the city retreats into itself as cold and sometimes snowy days hit. People seek shelter in the city’s cozy brown bars and cafés, designed to lift even the lowest of spirits. Museum-going is practically a national pastime here, and the many options mean you could visit a different world-class museum for every bad-weather day. This is the locals’ Amsterdam, where the emphasis is on appreciating life.
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Bloemenmarkt (click here)
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Sunflowers, by Vincent van Gogh, at the Van Gogh Museum (click here)
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National Monument, in Dam Square (click here)
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NEMO, the children’s hands-on science museum (click here)
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Red Light Secrets Museum of Prostitution (click here)
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Begijnhof (click here)








10 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Rijksmuseum: Witness the works of Rembrandt and other Dutch masters at this world-famous art museum (click here).
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2 Stedelijk Museum: See Europe’s best collection of abstract and modern art (click here).
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3 Van Gogh Museum: Take in the largest collection of Vincent van Gogh’s works in the world (click here).
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4 National Holocaust Memorial: Learn about some of the 100,000 Jews who were deported from the Netherlands during the Nazi occupation (click here).
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5 Anne Frank House: You’ve read her diary. Now experience for yourself the annex where Anne Frank and her family hid for two years (click here).
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6 Cannabis Culture: Several million tourists a year visit Amsterdam’s “coffeeshops”—cannabis dispensaries that double as cafés (click here).
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7 Canals: Whether you’re on a terrace or inside a boat, it’s easy to find enchantment canalside (click here).
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8 Bicycles: Join the majority of Amsterdam’s population by exploring the city on two wheels (click here).
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9 Brown Bars: These cozy bar-cafés are known for their candlelit ambience, dark walls, and creaking stools. Order a biertje (small beer) and blend in with the locals (click here).
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10 Outdoor Markets: On nearly every corner of every neighborhood you’ll find bustling markets selling local organic produce, books, clothing—even tulip bulbs (click here).








EXPLORE AMSTERDAM



THE BEST OF AMSTERDAM


The biggest attraction in Amsterdam is wandering the city. This itinerary hits the city’s top sights and experiences in three days. The neighborhoods covered are easy to reach on foot or by taking public transportation.


Consider staying in the Canal Belt. Though hotels are pricey, you’ll be in a central location where you can easily reach the city’s other neighborhoods and attractions.


DAY 1: OLD CENTER


Start off the day by watching the city awaken at Dam Square. From this spot, you can admire Nieuwe Kerk (New Church) and the Royal Palace (Koninklijk Paleis). Make your way to the Begijnhof (Beguines Courtyard), a pretty green courtyard where peace and quiet are the order of the day. Next, hop over to the adjacent Amsterdam Museum, where you can spend as much time as you want learning about the city’s history—or just get your first glimpse at a Rembrandt painting.
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Amsterdam Museum







BEST VIEWS


BLUE BRIDGE (BLAUWBRUG)


Walk along this bridge for great views of the Stopera building and some of the city’s canal houses (click here).


EYE FILM INSTITUTE


This cultural hub boasts a café with floor-to-ceiling windows that overlook the IJ River (click here).


LA PLACE


Nearly all of Amsterdam’s Old Center can be seen from this café on the top floor of the city’s public library (click here).


MULLIGANS


The upstairs balcony of this Irish bar near Rembrandtplein offers a great view of the Amstel River (click here).


NEMO


Even if you’re not visiting this fun kids’ science museum, you can still access the museum café’s rooftop deck in the summer (click here).


SKYLOUNGE


Sip on a swanky cocktail at this rooftop lounge. The view is stunning no matter the time of day (click here).


TWENTY THIRD BAR


Head up to the 23rd floor of the Okura Hotel to take in a panoramic view of the city while sipping champagne (click here).





Walk back toward Amsterdam Centraal Station, the city’s transit hub. For lunch, pop inside the station for a quick bite. The Old Center’s narrow streets seem to wind in circles, easily confusing visitors, so a ride along the canals with Open Boat Tours is a good way to orient yourself while still taking in the city’s many sights.


Head to the Red Light District and grab dinner at one of the many Asian spots in Chinatown, like Oriental City or New King. Finish the day in one of several uniquely Amsterdam ways: at a brown bar, like Lokaal ’t Loosje in Nieuwmarkt; a coffeeshop such as Greenhouse Effect; or a locals’ bar, like the stylish Mata Hari in the Red Light District.


DAY 2: MUSEUMPLEIN AND THE CANAL BELT


Start the day by picking up a pastry from Museumplein’s Arnold Cornelis, then head straight for the neighborhood’s world-class museums. Choose from the famous Van Gogh Museum, the Rijksmuseum, with its massive collection of Dutch masters, or the contemporary Stedelijk Museum. If you have the time and the will, it’s possible to visit two of these in one morning, but trying to do all three is too much for most people.


Once you’ve had your fill of art, make your way west to the large and leafy Vondelpark. If you need a snack or refreshment, stop at Blauwe Theehuis, a two-story café in the middle of the park.


Now it’s time to head into the Canal Belt and let yourself wander for a while, admiring the pretty canals, romantic bridges, and stunning canal houses. Walk through Leidseplein, which becomes party central in the evenings, and admire the architecture of the Stadsschouwburg concert hall.


From here, make your way to Westerkerk, the largest Protestant church in the Netherlands. Behind it is the Homomonument, the first monument in the world to commemorate the homosexual victims of the Third Reich. On the next block is the Anne Frank House, which is hard to miss with its long lines. (Advance tickets are required and issued for specific times between 9am and 3:30pm; feel free to join the queue if it’s later in the day.)


If you’re ready for dinner, grab a table at Bistro Bij Ons for Dutch soul food. Head over to the beer bar Arendsnest after dinner, where you can sample one (or several) of the more than 100 different Dutch beers. Or you can stay on Prinsengracht and stop at Vyne for a glass of wine before heading back to your hotel.


DAY 3: DE PIJP AND PLANTAGE


Today starts in the De Pijp neighborhood, with brunch at Little Collins. Fuel up so that you can devote all your energy to browsing the wares at Albert Cuypmarkt, the city’s best outdoor market.


Next, head over to the Heineken Experience for a self-guided tour through a former Heineken brewery. Once you’re ready to move on, make your way over to the Plantage and cross the famous Skinny Bridge (Magere Brug).


Continue farther into the Plantage to the National Holocaust Memorial (Hollandsche Schouwburg). This building was taken over by Nazis and turned into a holding center for Jews. Today, it serves as a humbling tribute to the millions of Jewish victims of the Holocaust. To get a better sense of how the Dutch fought back against the Nazi occupation, head to the Dutch Resistance Museum (Verzetsmuseum).


Have a quick lunch at Burgermeester before continuing on to either the Botanical Gardens (Hortus Botanicus) or the Artis Zoo. For a refreshment, stop in at Café Koosje, across from the zoo.


The afternoon is the perfect time to visit the Hermitage Amsterdam, a satellite of the original Hermitage in St. Petersburg, Russia. Admire as many of the sumptuous exhibits as you can.


Make your way back to De Pijp for dinner. Try North African cuisine at Mamouche or splurge on cosmopolitan sushi at Izakaya. To top it all off, have a chichi cocktail at Twenty Third Bar on the 23rd floor of the Okura Hotel. Enjoy the panoramic nighttime view of the city before calling it a night.




With More Time


If you have another day to spend in Amsterdam, head for the waterfront along the IJ River.


• Rent a bike from Star Bikes or a boat from Canal Motorboats and explore the city on wheels or by water.


• Catch a jazz show at Bimhuis or, if you’re lucky, you might be able to see a free classical concert at the distinctive-looking concert hall Muziekgebouw aan ’t IJ.


• Have a highbrow multicourse French dinner at Choux, or go casual at Frank’s Smoke House, where you can fill up on different types of smoked fish.


• Have a nightcap at SkyLounge, a rooftop bar offering the best views in all of Amsterdam.






AMSTERDAM WITH KIDS



Don’t let Amsterdam’s wild reputation keep you from bringing the kids along. The Netherlands is often said to have the happiest children and Amsterdam is no exception. Rain or shine, there are plenty of family-friendly activities here. Many museums are kid-friendly. Bike rental shops usually offer baby seats, trailers, and kid-size bikes, so your little ones can see the city just like the local tykes do.


DAY 1: PLANTAGE AND IJ RIVER


The two top kid-centric attractions in Amsterdam are undoubtedly the science and learning center NEMO and the popular Artis Zoo. Both are packed with activities, and it would be easy to split a day between the two.
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NEMO





Bike over to Bakhuys Amsterdam in the Plantage, where you can pick up a pastry and some caffeine—you’ll need it! It’s just a few blocks to Artis Zoo. Check out the elephants and seals and be sure to visit the zoo’s aquarium, insectarium, and even planetarium.


Saddle the bikes up again for the ride toward the IJ River. Bypass NEMO for now and head to La Place, a cafeteria-style café with great views of the city. Refuel yourself and the kids, then retrace your path to NEMO, which offers five floors of entertainment—and learning!—for the whole family.


Head back to the Plantage for a seafood dinner at Een Vis Twee Vis, then pack it in for the night.



DAY 2: OLD CENTER



Start your morning at De Laatste Kruimel, a French bakery in the Old Center. While the kids dig into muffins, the adults can savor a slice of quiche. When you’re ready, it’s a five-minute walk north to Damstraat Rent-a-Bike. Get everyone set up with their rental, then pedal around the city for a while.


Once it’s time for a break from biking, make your way to Body Worlds: The Happiness Project, which curious minds will love. (Though the squeamish may want to stay away from the exhibition, which uses preserved human cadavers to display the nervous system and the effects of smoking and cancer.) There’s a children’s wing at the Amsterdam Museum that tells the story of Amsterdam’s 17th-century orphanage.


Sample Indonesian cuisine for dinner at Kantjil & De Tijger, a budget-friendly restaurant on Spuistraat.




BEST PEOPLE-WATCHING


ALBERT CUYPMARKT


This is one of the best outdoor markets in the city and a magnet for people of all types. Grab a seat at one of the cafés that surround the market and watch the shoppers browse away (click here).


CANALSIDE TERRACES


Amsterdam offers innumerable bars and restaurants with patios. Sip or snack as you watch people bike, boat, and walk by. Try the brown bar De Doelen (click here).


NATIONAL MONUMENT


On the eastern side of Dam Square, the wide, circular steps that loop around this monument are perfect for sitting with a coffee and watching the bustle of the city center (click here).


SPUI SQUARE


This quaint, leafy square offers prime people-watching, especially if you settle in at one of several cafés (click here).


VONDELPARK


Amsterdam’s most popular park is a great place to take in crowds of people chatting, listening to music, and kicking around soccer balls (click here).








PLANNING YOUR TRIP



WHEN TO GO


The best time to come to Amsterdam is during the sunny months. High season starts in late April and lasts until September, with low season spanning October to March. Summer is the warmest time of year and when the city overflows with tourists. Though spring is a gamble weather-wise, the tulips are in bloom from March to May.


While autumn and winter are the off-seasons, a trip during this time can still be worth it. The holiday atmosphere kicks off in November, when ice rinks and Christmas markets begin to open. Cafés become cozier as the weather cools and the short days are softened by candlelight. Hotels are cheaper, museums are less busy, and the city feels more intimate than during the chaotic summer.


The city is well known for its unpredictable weather throughout the year. Amsterdam’s seaside location means mild summers and winters, but humidity, rain, and wind are never too far away.


Catholics across the country come to join the Silent Procession (Stille Omgang) (www.stille-omgang.nl) in mid-March to commemorate the Miracle of Amsterdam. Participants walk quietly together through the Old Center from midnight to 4am. All are welcome to join.


Every year on April 27, millions of Dutch adorn themselves in shocking orange on King’s Day (Koningsdag) and proceed to celebrate the royal family.


Because the Netherlands was the first country to legalize same-sex marriage, in 2001, early August’s Amsterdam Gay Pride (www.amsterdamgaypride.nl) is an especially popular weekend-long celebration, blanketing the city in rainbows and dance parties, kicking off with a spirited boat parade.




[image: image]


Amsterdam Gay Pride parade





ENTRY REQUIREMENTS


Visitors coming from almost 60 countries—including the United States—can enter the Netherlands with just a valid passport. European Union citizens only need their national identity card. There is a 90-day limit for U.S. citizens traveling in the European Union. Always be sure that your passport is valid for at least six months beyond your departure date.


If Amsterdam is just one stop on your European trip, consider applying for a visa that will allow you to freely cross borders of the Schengen area (generally, the European Union, but some other countries are also included). For more information, visit the U.S. Department of State’s website (http://travel.state.gov).


TRANSPORTATION


Amsterdam’s Schiphol International Airport (AMS) is the main hub for international flights in and out of the Netherlands.


It’s a 20-minute direct train ride from the airport to Amsterdam Centraal Station, the city’s main train station. Trains leave about every 10 minutes from the airport, and travelers can buy one-way tickets (€3.70) at the yellow kiosks in the main airport plaza.


Amsterdam Centraal Station is the main hub for national and international trains, including fast trains to London, Paris, Brussels, and many German cities.


Amsterdam offers many types of public transportation. Buses, ferries, a metro system, and trams weave across the city. Most of the options available in the city center are the above-ground trams.


Amsterdam is a compact and walkable city. It’s flat, with numerous bike lanes and sidewalks. Among locals, biking is the most popular form of transportation.


RESERVATIONS


To avoid waiting in the famously long line (1-3 hours) for the Anne Frank House, reserve your tickets online (for a specific time slot) up to two months in advance.




DAILY REMINDERS


• Wednesday: Local children get out of school by noon and are usually out and about in the city.


• Thursday: Shops stay open a few hours later. Many Dutch workers go out for happy hour drinks and snacks on Thursdays.


• Friday: The Van Gogh Museum and Stedelijk Museum are open until 10pm. The Spui Book Market is a Friday-only affair at Spui Square. Most bars, clubs, and restaurants stay open a few hours later than usual.


• Saturday: Bars, clubs, and restaurants stay open a few hours later. The Noordermarkt Organic Farmers Market is only open on Saturdays—as is the Noordermarkt Flea Market.


• Sunday: Many shops close early. Most outdoor markets are closed, except for the Artplein-Spui at Spui Square, which runs March to December.





Of all the city’s art museums, the Van Gogh Museum is the only one for which you should reserve tickets online to skip the line. When you’re making your reservation, you’ll select a time slot. Be sure to stick to it; if you arrive more than 30 minutes after your assigned time, your ticket will be invalid.


Hotels spike their rates in summer and are often fully booked weeks out, so making accommodations reservations should be at the top of your to-do list after buying plane tickets.


Many restaurants are located in the city’s famously narrow canal houses. Consider making reservations for your must-eats the day before or just as the restaurant opens on the same day you want to eat there.


PASSES AND DISCOUNTS


The Museumkaart (www.museumkaart.nl; adults €60, children €33) is for museum junkies. This card allows access to over 400 museums in the Netherlands, but the best perk is that it pays for itself if you use it at the Van Gogh Museum, Stedelijk Museum, and Rijksmuseum. Basically all of the city’s museums are covered, including the Hermitage, NEMO, and the Rembrandt House. It does not include entrance to the Anne Frank House. The card is only valid for one month for visitors (one year for residents). You can buy the card at any participating museum or online.


The I Amsterdam City Card (www.iamsterdam.com; €55-85) includes admission to the Van Gogh Museum, Stedelijk Museum, Artis Zoo, Nieuwe Kerk, and many others. The card is good for 24, 48, 72, or 96 hours and includes all public transit (except for airport transportation) in the time frame. The card does not include entrance to the Anne Frank House or the Rijksmuseum. Other pluses, like a free canal cruise and some discounts, are included as well.


The Last Minute Ticket Shop (www.lastminuteticketshop.nl) offers half-price day-of tickets for musicals, plays, and other performances.


GUIDED TOURS


Sandeman’s New Amsterdam Tours (meeting point Dam Square, www.newamsterdamtours.com; 5 tours/day; free) are popular walking tours led by young, knowledgeable, and witty guides. Tours are a few hours long and cover many Old Center highlights and much of the city’s history. The guides work off tips alone.


While there are a few specialized tours of the Red Light District, the Prostitute Information Center’s Red Light District Tour (Enge Kerksteeg 3, tel. 020/420-7328, www.pic-amsterdam.com; 2 tours per week; €12.50) is a one-hour tour led by a former sex worker who explains the neighborhood from an insider’s perspective.


Hungry Birds (www.hungrybirds.nl; tour times vary; €69) offers intimate three- to four-hour foodie tours of Amsterdam, sampling wares from cheese shops, breweries, and outdoor markets.


Amsterdam Alternative Tours (meeting point Dam Square, tel. 068/259-2148, www.freeamsterdamtours.com; 10:30am and 1:30pm daily; free) leads free walking tours that focus on Amsterdam’s counterculture. See iconic street art and graffiti and get recommendations on the best coffeeshops and the most quirky bars. Tours are about three hours long and guides work on a tips-only basis.





NEIGHBORHOODS



Old Center


Red Light District and Nieuwmarkt


Canal Belt South


Canal Belt West


Museumplein


De Pijp


Jordaan


Plantage


IJ River
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	Old Center

	Map 1









The cobblestoned Old Center is a testament to Amsterdam’s 900-year history of commerce. The city’s oldest borough encompasses the Red Light District and Dam Square, the Royal Palace, and the medieval Begijnhof, a beautiful and secluded garden courtyard. Damrak and Rokin streets are the main drags for tourist traffic and home to many chain stores and souvenir shops.



TOP SIGHTS



▪  Begijnhof (Beguines Courtyard) (click here)


TOP RESTAURANTS


▪  The Seafood Bar (click here)


▪  Cannibale Royale (click here)


TOP NIGHTLIFE


▪  Café de Jaren (click here)


TOP SPORTS AND ACTIVITIES


▪  We Bike Amsterdam (click here)


TOP SHOPS


▪  Heinen Delfts Blauw (click here)


TOP HOTELS


▪  Hotel Brouwer (click here)


GETTING THERE AND AROUND


▪  Metro lines: 51, 53, 54


▪  Metro stations: Centraal Station, Nieuwmarkt, Waterlooplein


▪  Tram lines: 1, 2, 5


▪  Tram stops: Centraal Station, Nieuwezijds Kolk, Dam, Spui
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	Red Light District and Nieuwmarkt

	Map 2









A curious combination of pious and sinful, the Red Light District is home to the city’s oldest church, Oude Kerk, as well as the infamous red light windows and coffeeshops. The Red Light District can sometimes feel like Amsterdam’s main attraction, running steadily on tourist curiosity and decades of ribaldry—on the part of both visitors and locals. Nearby Nieuwmarkt is home to leafy plazas.



TOP SIGHTS



▪  Oude Kerk (Old Church) (click here)


TOP RESTAURANTS


▪  Oriental City (click here)


▪  Cafe Bern (click here)


▪  De Bakkerswinkel (click here)


TOP NIGHTLIFE


▪  Wynand Fockink (click here)


▪  Coffeeshop Bluebird (click here)


TOP HOTELS


▪  Misc Eatdrinksleep (click here)


GETTING THERE AND AROUND


▪  Metro lines: 51, 53, 54


▪  Metro stations: Nieuwmarkt, Waterlooplein


▪  Tram lines: 9, 14


▪  Tram stops: Waterlooplein
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	Canal Belt South

	Map 3









Amsterdam’s Grachtengordel, or Canal Belt, consists of three concentric canal rings hugging the Old Center. The western half boasts museums like Foam and the Museum of Bags and Purses, housed in mansions with original frescoes, lavish decor, and stunning courtyards. Leidseplein and Rembrandtplein are the main squares for the city’s nightlife scene, offering everything from brown bars to dance clubs. The gallery district at Nieuwe Spiegelstraat is saturated with art and antiques.



TOP RESTAURANTS



▪  Café de Klos (click here)


TOP NIGHTLIFE


▪  Café de Spuyt (click here)


▪  Paradiso (click here)


▪  L&B Whiskeycafe (click here)


▪  Café Montmartre (click here)


TOP ARTS AND CULTURE


▪  Foam (click here)


▪  Museum of Bags and Purses (Tassenmuseum Hendrikje) (click here)


▪  The Public House of Art (click here)


▪  Stadsschouwburg (click here)


▪  Pathé Tuschinski (click here)


TOP SHOPS


▪  Bloemenmarkt (Flower Market) (click here)


TOP HOTELS


▪  Hotel Weber (click here)


▪  Seven Bridges Hotel (click here)


GETTING THERE AND AROUND


▪  Tram lines: 1, 2, 4, 5, 9, 14


▪  Tram stops: Koningsplein, Leidseplein (1, 2, 5); Rembrandtplein (4, 9, 14)
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	Canal Belt West

	Map 4









This western portion of the Canal Belt, which surrounds the city center, is an ode to the Dutch Golden Age, with historic canal houses dotting the waterside and alleyways lined with fun, indie boutiques. The Anne Frank House is also here, alongside the melodious Westerkerk, whose famous bells chime regularly.



TOP SIGHTS



▪  Anne Frank House (click here)


▪  Westerkerk (click here)


TOP RESTAURANTS


▪  The Pancake Bakery (click here)


TOP NIGHTLIFE


▪  Grey Area (click here)


▪  Arendsnest (click here)


TOP ARTS AND CULTURE


▪  Huis Marseille Museum for Photography (click here)


TOP SPORTS AND ACTIVITIES


▪  Sauna Deco (click here)


TOP SHOPS


▪  Denham Concept Store (click here)


▪  Marlies Dekkers (click here)


▪  Van Ravenstein (click here)


▪  De Reypenaer (click here)


TOP HOTELS


▪  The Toren (click here)


▪  The Hoxton, Amsterdam (click here)


GETTING THERE AND AROUND


▪  Tram lines: 13, 14, 17


▪  Tram stops: Westermarkt, Marnixstraat
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	Museumplein

	Map 5









A visit to Museumplein is time well spent. Relax on the grass at Vondelpark, peruse the quaint and leafy squares, and browse the modern boutiques. The Van Gogh Museum, Rijksmuseum, and Stedelijk Museum make up the neighborhood’s namesake square. Also here are trendy live music venues and ethnic restaurants.



TOP SIGHTS



▪  Rijksmuseum (click here)


▪  Van Gogh Museum (click here)


▪  Stedelijk Museum (click here)


▪  Vondelpark (click here)


TOP RESTAURANTS


▪  Blauw (click here)


▪  Lalibela (click here)


TOP NIGHTLIFE


▪  OCCII (click here)


▪  OT301 (click here)


TOP ARTS AND CULTURE


▪  Royal Concertgebouw (click here)


TOP SPORTS AND ACTIVITIES


▪  ICE Amsterdam (click here)


▪  Plan B (click here)


TOP SHOPS


▪  ’t Schooltje (click here)


▪  Shoebaloo (click here)


▪  Pied a Terre (click here)


TOP HOTELS


▪  Flying Pig Uptown (click here)


GETTING THERE AND AROUND


▪  Tram lines: 2, 3, 5


▪  Tram stops: Museumplein (3, 5), Rijksmuseum (2, 5)
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	De Pijp

	Map 6









Also known as Amsterdam’s Latin Quarter, De Pijp is a modish melting pot of a neighborhood. The narrow pipe-like streets that give the borough its name host trendy concept stores, colorful culinary spots, and the city’s famous outdoor Albert Cuypmarkt.



TOP RESTAURANTS



▪  Warung Spang Makandra (click here)


▪  Izakaya (click here)


TOP SHOPS


▪  Albert Cuypmarkt (click here)


▪  Hutspot (click here)


▪  Baskèts (click here)


GETTING THERE AND AROUND


▪  Tram lines: 16


▪  Tram stops: Albert Cuypstraat
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	Jordaan

	Map 7









The Jordaan is a charming borough, originally built for the city’s working class centuries ago. Zigzag through the picture-perfect canal streets and the quaint residential alleys, stopping at cozy bars, browsing boutique shops, and discovering local gems like Electric Lady Land and Westerpark.



TOP RESTAURANTS



▪  Daalder (click here)


TOP NIGHTLIFE


▪  Festina Lente (click here)


▪  Waterkant (click here)


TOP ARTS AND CULTURE


▪  Electric Lady Land (click here)


TOP SPORTS AND ACTIVITIES


▪  Those Dam Boat Guys (click here)


TOP HOTELS


▪  Frederic Rent-a-Bike (click here)


GETTING THERE AND AROUND


▪  Tram lines: 3


▪  Tram stops: Haarlemmerplein
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	Plantage

	Map 8









For centuries, the Plantage was a part of Amsterdam’s Old Jewish Quarter. Its streets are dotted with memorials and echoes of Jewish culture at places like the Dutch Resistance Museum and the National Holocaust Memorial. The historic borough also features a swath of greenery thanks to several parks and gardens.



TOP SIGHTS



▪  National Holocaust Memorial (Hollandsche Schouwburg) (click here)


▪  Dutch Resistance Museum (Verzetsmuseum) (click here)


▪  Rembrandt House (Rembrandthuis) (click here)


TOP NIGHTLIFE


▪  Green House (click here)


TOP ARTS AND CULTURE


▪  Hermitage Amsterdam (click here)


▪  Dutch National Opera & Ballet (click here)


TOP SHOPS


▪  Waterlooplein Market (click here)


▪  Episode (click here)


TOP HOTELS


▪  InterContinental Amstel Amsterdam (click here)


▪  Ecomama (click here)


GETTING THERE AND AROUND


▪  Metro lines: 54


▪  Metro stations: Weesperplein


▪  Tram lines: 4, 9, 14, 16


▪  Tram stops: Mr. Visserplein, Artis, Weesperplein
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	IJ River

	Map 9









Once a gritty industrial area, the city’s waterfront is now an up-and-coming neighborhood, attracting a young and dynamic community and growing at a rapid pace. This area not only offers some of the best cultural attractions in the city, but also waterfront views that you can’t find elsewhere in Amsterdam.



TOP SIGHTS



▪  NEMO (click here)


TOP RESTAURANTS


▪  Gebr. Hartering (click here)


TOP NIGHTLIFE


▪  Brouwerij ’t IJ (click here)


▪  SkyLounge (click here)


TOP ARTS AND CULTURE


▪  Bimhuis (click here)


▪  Muziekgebouw aan ’t IJ (click here)


TOP SPORTS AND ACTIVITIES


▪  Canal Motorboats (click here)


▪  Star Bikes (click here)


▪  De Klimmuur (click here)


GETTING THERE AND AROUND


▪  Ferry lines: 902


▪  Ferry stations: IJplein





SIGHTS



Highlights


Old Center


Red Light District and Nieuwmarkt


Canal Belt South


Canal Belt West


Museumplein


De Pijp


Jordaan


Plantage


IJ River


From its colorful tulip-filled spring to the dark, atmospheric winter, Amsterdam is a year-round attraction. In good weather, it’s a great place to picnic in Vondelpark, wander along its many canals, or sit on a sunny bench in Museumplein and watch the crowds go by. In the winter, bundle up and explore the world-class Van Gogh Museum or the equally impressive Rijksmuseum, then wander through historic homes and churches.
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traditional wooden clogs





Amsterdam encapsulates history and modernity in one place. This impeccably preserved city is home to structures from as far back as the medieval period, like the city’s oldest church, Oude Kerk, which was built in the 1200s. Lining the canals are well-maintained houses from the Dutch Golden Age, an era when the city and its merchants prospered. It also offers modern—and titillating—attractions like the Cannabis College and the Prostitute Information Center, giving visitors the chance to experience the city as it is today.


The city’s neighborhoods reveal different facets of its personality. Both the Old Center and Museumplein offer just what their names suggest: The city center is paved with cobblestones, revealing its history, while Museumplein houses world-famous collections of art and artifacts in the form of the Rijksmuseum, the Van Gogh Museum, and the Stedelijk Museum. The Red Light District houses the city’s most infamous elements (the red light windows) and its oldest church.




HIGHLIGHTS


S BEST HIDDEN RESPITE: Seek out the Begijnhof (Beguines Courtyard) to experience a peaceful reprieve from the frenetic city (click here).


S MOST IRONICALLY PLACED CHURCH: Don’t be surprised to find Oude Kerk (Old Church), the city’s oldest church, smack-dab in the middle of the Red Light District (click here).


S MOST FAMOUS STORY: See for yourself the annex at the Anne Frank House, where Anne and her family hid for two years (click here).


S BEST BELLS: Westerkerk is most well-known for its carillon bells, which Anne Frank wrote about in her diary—the family’s hiding place was just a few blocks away (click here).


S BEST JOURNEY THROUGH DUTCH HISTORY: A visit to the Rijksmuseum means seeing relics from the Middle Ages and artwork from Rembrandt and other Dutch masters all in one place (click here).


S MOST ICONIC ART MUSEUM: The Van Gogh Museum boasts the largest collection of the Post-Impressionist master’s works in the world (click here).


S BEST COLLECTION OF MODERN ART: The Stedelijk Museum is home to Europe’s best collection of abstract art, along with many other examples of modern art (click here).


S MOST BEAUTIFUL PARK: Check out the sculptures, soak up the sun, or meander around the ponds at the 100-acre Vondelpark (click here).


S MOST IMPACTFUL EXPERIENCE: At the National Holocaust Memorial (Hollandsche Schouwburg), learn about some of the 100,000 Jewish people who were deported from the Netherlands during the Nazi occupation (click here).


S BEST INSIGHT INTO THE DUTCH RESISTANCE: Learn about how the Netherlands staged the only known mass act of resistance against Nazi occupation at the Dutch Resistance Museum (Verzetsmuseum) (click here).


S BEST WAY TO SEE HOW A DUTCH MASTER LIVED: Visit the Rembrandt House (Rembrandthuis) to get a sense of how the famous artist lived and worked (click here).


S BEST KID-CENTRIC ATTRACTION: At the hands-on science center NEMO, kids can work their way through five floors of experiments and brain teasers (click here).











	
Old Center


	Map 1










S Begijnhof (Beguines Courtyard)



The Begijnhof is a courtyard that was once home to the Beguinage, a community of Christian women, resembling a convent. Though the women were not actually nuns, they lived and worked in the Beguinage, helping the city’s sick and poor citizens. With its historic structures, gardens, and sculptures, the Begijnhof today is still a peaceful haven in the center of the city.


The courtyard features two churches, the oldest wooden house in the country, gardens, and private residences. The most visible building in the courtyard is the English Reformed Church (www.ercadam.nl, viewings 11am-3pm Mon. and Thurs., 12:30pm-3pm Tues., 1pm-5pm Fri.), originally a Catholic chapel from 1490 that became a Protestant church during the Protestant Reformation. Inside, check out the pulpit, whose engraved wood panels were created by Piet Mondrian. Vincent van Gogh frequently attended services here.


Look carefully for the Begijnhof Kapel, one of only two remaining clandestine Catholic chapels built in 1671. Protestant council members demanded that it not look like a church, so it sits, hidden in plain sight, across from the English Reformed church. On the walls are paintings depicting the Miracle of Amsterdam (wherein a communion wafer emerged unburnt from a fire). A room next door houses a small gift shop (12:30pm-3:30pm Mon.-Sat.) with religious and historical books, candles, and trinkets. Mass is still held here daily, and visitors are free to enter and look at the modest interior anytime. Entrance to both churches is free, but donations (a few euros) are appreciated.


Next door to the Begijnhof Kapel at No. 34 is the oldest wooden house in the Netherlands, the Houten Huys (wooden house). Built in 1465, the home’s facade is a rustic black with white trim and an asymmetric array of windows. To the left of Houten Huys is a wall of replica gable stones (stone tiles with engraved images representing family titles and occupations).
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the Houten Huys (wooden house) in the Begijnhof





Don’t miss the grave of Sister Cornelia Arens, who died in the Begijnhof in 1654. Refusing to be buried in the English Reformed Church, the Beguine claimed she’d rather be buried in the gutter than in a Protestant church. The story goes that although she was laid to rest in the church, her coffin kept appearing in the Begijnhof’s gutter until it was re-buried there. Her brick grave is on the right of the courtyard’s main entrance at Gedempte Begijnensloot.


Enter through an inconspicuous archway on the west side at Spui Square or the south side at Gedempte Begijnensloot. Residents of the Begijnhof ask visitors to keep the peace and be as quiet as possible. Although the quiet courtyard is blissful, resist taking an actual break here and opt for a café on Spui instead. Photography is allowed, but without flash.


MAP 1: Begijnhof 30, tel. 020/622-1918, www.begijnhofamsterdam.nl; 9am-5pm daily; free


Spui Square


Spui (pronounced to rhyme with cow) is a quaint, leafy, cobblestone square nestled between the Begijnhof and Kalverstraat, surrounded by bookshops and cafés. Like most of old Amsterdam, Spui was nothing but water until it was filled in 1882 due to city expansions. On the west side of the square is a bronze of a young boy, called The Little Darling, which was donated by a cigarette company in 1960. The taboo donation made the area a gathering spot for hundreds of activists called the Provos (short for “provocative”) in the 1960s. The square has since evolved into a charming hangout for locals and visitors alike and is a nice spot for a drink and people-watching. A small book market (www.deboekenmarktophetspui.nl, 10am-6pm Fri.) is held here every Friday and a local art market (www.artplein-spui.com, 10am-6pm Sun.) occurs every Sunday.


MAP 1: South end of Spuistraat


Rasphuis Gate


This white lithic gate from 1596 is all that remains of the 16th-century men’s prison Rasphuis (Grind House). Rasphuis prisoners spent their time here rasping (grinding) Brazilian wood. The wood was ground into a powder, which was used as pigment for painting ships. If a prisoner refused to work, he was sent to the basement’s drowning cell, where water would slowly rise to drowning levels if prisoners didn’t vigorously push from a hand pump.


Above the arched gate is a sculpture of two male prisoners chained together and a woman (symbolizing Amsterdam) holding a shield decorated with the city’s flag. Beneath her feet is the word “Castigato” (“punishment” in Latin), engraved in gold lettering. The phrase below it reads in Latin, “It is virtuous to punish those before whom others run in fear.” A relief underneath the words depicts a wheelbarrow loaded with wood and driven by a man with a whip. His load is being pulled by lions, a bear, a wolf, and a boar.


The gate has stood while the surrounding buildings changed; it now serves as an entrance to a shopping center.


MAP 1: Heiligeweg 9


Mint Tower (Munttoren)


Jutting out between Kalverstraat shopping street, Singel Canal, and the Amstel River, the Munttoren is a historic building and landmark of contrasting architecture. The original structure was built in 1480, a large gate with two towers and a guardhouse within Amsterdam’s city wall. What remains today is a 19th-century guardhouse and one of the towers. The tower’s lower half is the original medieval brick, while the top half was redesigned in 1620 by architect Hendrick de Keyser. Its open spire holds a 13-bell carillon; a carillonneur plays a live performance on Saturdays between 2pm and 3pm. The guardhouse, which was used to mint coins in the 17th century (hence, the tower’s name), now holds a Delftware (Delft pottery) shop.


MAP 1: Muntplein


Spinhuis Gate


The entrance to the former 16th-century women’s prison known as Spinhuis (Spin House) sits quietly on a hidden alley. This was where law-breaking women were sent to endure long days spinning wool and sewing textiles. The stone relief above the wooden door depicts two female prisoners being whipped by the prison’s mother superior. Below it is a phrase in Latin, written by the 17th-century Dutch poet Cornelis Hooft, that reads, “Do not be surprised, be good and avenge me no harm. Punishment is my hand but my soul is sweet.” Above the relief is Amsterdam’s coat of arms.


Continual restorations have retained the blue and gold paint on the gate since it was built in 1649. The building has been a part of the University of Amsterdam since 1990.


MAP 1: Oudezijds Achterburgwal 185


Berlage Stock Exchange (Beurs van Berlage)


The imposing, historic Beurs van Berlage stands on Damrak street, a bulky, red brick building built in 1903. Its open, high-ceilinged interior holds mostly offices and the main floor is used for a variety of trade fairs and autumn’s annual Bok Bier Festival. The building is closed to the public, though guided tours are scheduled once a month for stock market diehards (dates vary). For those not quite that curious, the B van B Grand Café (10am-6pm Mon.-Sat., 11am-6pm Sun.), on the south side, offers a glimpse inside Beurs van Berlage. The original entrance to the stock exchange basement safe deposits is still visible, as are paintings by Dutch-Indonesian impressionist painter Jan Toorop. The oldest stock market in the world started in Amsterdam by the Dutch East India Company in the 17th century just a block away at Dam Square.


MAP 1: Damrak 243, tel. 020/530-4141, www.beursvanberlage.nl; 8:30am-5:30pm Mon.-Fri.; guided tour €14.50


Dam Square


Dam Square is the heart of central Amsterdam. If you miss it, you really haven’t experienced the city center. This bustling spot was built atop the first dam of the Amstel River, which gave the city the name Amstelledam in 1270. The Royal Palace, Nieuwe Kerk, De Bijenkorf department store, NH Grand Hotel Krasnapolsky, Madame Tussauds, and a dozen souvenir shops make up the square’s perimeter. The Red Light District begins just beyond the northeast corner. Both of the largest pedestrian shopping streets in the country, Kalverstraat and Nieuwendijk, start at Dam Square.


Dam Square has seen a lot of action in its time. In the 14th century, it was the setting of a deadly battle between town officials and religious fanatics, where men had their hearts cut out and thrown in their faces. Two days after the end of World War II was announced, on May 7, 1945, intoxicated Nazis opened fire with machine guns here, killing 22 people and wounding 120 others. Nowadays the square is much calmer. People come here to watch street performers and attend the occasional beach volleyball tournament or carnival.


MAP 1: Bordered by Damstraat and Warmoesstraat


National Monument


On the east side of Dam Square stands the towering National Monument, a 70-foot-tall obelisk made of travertine and concrete, erected in May 1956 in memory of the end of Nazi occupation in the Netherlands. On the front, a relief of four men in chains represents the suffering caused by the war. Above them, the statue of a woman and child stands for victory and peace. To either side of the monument stand sculptures of men with dogs, symbolizing resistance. Two lion statues, a few meters in front of the monument, represent the Netherlands. The wall behind holds 12 urns with soil from World War II execution grounds (and one with soil from Indonesia to commemorate injustice when the island was a Dutch colony). The monument is on a concentric ring of steps, which is a popular meeting point and hangout space. Every year on May 4, the king places a peace wreath beneath the monument and holds a two-minute moment of silence to commemorate those who perished in World War II.


MAP 1: Dam Square


Royal Palace (Koninklijk Paleis)


The grand Koninklijk Paleis was originally built in 1648 as the largest city hall in Europe before becoming a palace for King Louis Napoleon (Louis I), and later the Dutch royal family. The palace, the largest building on Dam Square, is made of German sandstone, stretching over 240,000 square feet and three stories, with classical columns and a cupola dome with the proportions of Da Vinci’s Vitruvian Man. The architect was Jacob van Campen, who stormed off the project due to disputes with a governing council and died before seeing its completion. Today, the palace serves as a temporary home when the royal family visits the capital.


Inside, visitors can explore the palace’s main floor with impressive rooms, halls, furnishings, and statues. The audio guide (free) is handy when roaming the dozen or so rooms. The most remarkable room in the building, the Citizen’s Hall, has a 100-foot ceiling and is covered in a brilliant white marble. Two maps engraved on the floor showcase Amsterdam as the center of the 17th-century trade world. A sculpture of Atlas holding the world stands in a nook high on a wall above the doorway. Other white sandstone and marble sculptures, friezes, and stone reliefs, crafted by Belgian artist Artus Quellinus, depict biblical, mythological, and historic figures.


Most rooms look as they did during the 19th century when King Louis I ruled. Some rooms are open to walk through, while others have just enough space cordoned off to lean in for a peek. The most famous room is the Proclamation Gallery, a balconied chamber from where the Dutch royals greet their subjects.


MAP 1: Dam Square, tel. 020/522-6161, www.paleisamsterdam.nl; 11am-5pm daily July-Aug.; noon-5pm Tues.-Sun. Sept.-June; €10 adults, free under 18


Nieuwe Kerk (New Church)


Nestled close to the Royal Palace is the large and dramatic Nieuwe Kerk, with tall spires, vertical windows, and high lancet arches. This 17th-century church functions as a venue for royal weddings, ceremonies, and large art exhibitions, such as the annual World Press Photo exhibition. While no religious services happen here anymore, the church is open daily to visitors.


The building’s foundation dates back to 1385. Three different fires led to extensive renovations by 1645. One of the few furnishings that survived is the wooden choir chamber with its elaborately gilded baroque screen. The church interior is surrounded by glass windows and white sandstone arches. On the west side of the church is a massive organ with over 5,000 pipes. There is also a floor-to-ceiling spiral staircase and an ornate pulpit that took 14 years to create.


Many Dutch naval heroes are buried here; the most significant is Admiral Michiel de Ruyter, who died in battle on the Mediterranean Sea in 1676. His marble tomb, on the church’s east side, is the largest ever made for a naval hero in the country.


From July to September there are organ recitals noon-12:30pm daily as well as 4pm-5pm on Tuesdays.


MAP 1: Dam Square, tel. 020/626-8168, www.nieuwekerk.nl; 10am-5pm daily; admission varies by exhibition


Narrowest House


Amsterdam’s character is defined by its endless narrow houses, the pinnacle of which is the building at Singel 7, which looks more like a filled gap between two other houses. The house with the narrowest front has a white-washed facade that can barely fit a door and window, measuring about three feet wide. This is actually the back entrance to a larger house. This is a private residence, so admire from a distance.


MAP 1: Singel 7


Amsterdam Centraal Station


Centraal Station is the largest international railway station in the country and the main entrance point to the city. It’s the hub for city and regional buses, city trams, the metro, and ferry boats traveling across the IJ River to Amsterdam Noord Station. Large and impressive, the station’s red brick facade stretches 1,000 feet across, with an ornate iron roof, two square towers, and the Amsterdam coat of arms as its golden centerpiece. On the west side of the building is a three-story bicycle parking garage.


Centraal Station was built in 1889 on an artificial island between the city and Amsterdam’s main waterway, the IJ River. The building’s architect was Pierre Cuypers, who also designed the Rijksmuseum. Similarities between the two structures can be seen in the neo-Gothic and Renaissance Revival details—turrets, large arched windows, and ornate trim. The three semicircular stone reliefs above the central entrance depict personifications of Europe and America on the left, Amsterdam in the center, between Greek sea gods Oceanus and Tethys, and Asia and Africa on the right.


Inside are cafés, takeout restaurants, newsstands, and shops. The interior is modern; the only remaining authentic rooms are the first class waiting rooms on the second platform, now a restaurant and café.


While the station is open 24 hours, most shops are open roughly 9am-6pm and eateries are open about 7am-midnight.


MAP 1: Stationsplein, tel. 0900/400-4040 (per minute charge), www.iamsterdam.com; 24 hours daily








	
Red Light District and Nieuwmarkt


	Map 2










S Oude Kerk (Old Church)



Built atop a crypt, with a floor made entirely of gravestones, the Oude Kerk has been in the heart of the Red Light District since the 1200s. The brick and sandstone structure looks small from the outside, even with its giant arched windows and clock tower. The broad inside has an open floor and the largest wooden vault ceiling in Europe. Rembrandt and his family attended services here—the tomb of his wife, Saskia, is a popular draw. Nowadays, the city’s oldest church is home to a number of contemporary art exhibitions and new media installations. There’s a once-weekly service (in Dutch) on Sundays at 11am.




[image: image]


The massive Oude Kerk sits in the heart of the Red Light District.





Some unusual elements are the spiral “stairway to heaven” that climbs to the ceiling and the stained-glass windows, one covered with coats of arms. Of the four organs inside, the baroque wooden one is particularly detailed; the choir stalls from the 15th century have unique carvings on the seats.


Around the church, two bronze sculptures allude to the surrounding Red Light District: On the west side is the statue Belle, a small metal figure of a woman leaning on a windowsill, a tribute to sex workers worldwide. On the south side, between the cobblestones, is a bronze of a woman’s torso with a hand on her breast, which appeared anonymously in the church one night; neighbors have insisted it remain in place as it’s gained sentimental value.


Visitors can climb the church’s clock tower for €7.50 (1pm-6pm Mon.-Sat.).


MAP 2: Oudekerksplein 23, tel. 020/625-8284, www.oudekerk.nl; visiting hours 10am-6pm Mon.-Sat., 1pm-5:30pm Sun.


Prostitute Information Center (PIC)


Run by a former sex worker and founder of the Dutch Union for Sexworkers (PROUD), the PIC aims to educate Red Light District visitors. The center offers books and brochures (mostly in Dutch) about the city’s prostitution industry. Photographs, newspaper clippings, and art cover the walls. A small kitchen in the back is open for coffee and homemade cake. The owner also gives Red Light District tours on Wednesdays at 6:30pm and Saturdays at 5pm (€15, cash only).


MAP 2: Enge Kerksteeg 3, tel. 020/420-7328, www.pic-amsterdam.com; noon-5pm Wed.-Fri., noon-7pm Sat.; free


Fo Guang Shan He Hua Temple


Fo Guang Shan He Hua is a Chinese Buddhist temple that’s been squeezed onto the Zeedijk since 2000. Its smooth golden exterior with large arches, red lettering, Chinese tiles, and perched statues replicate an authentic mountain temple. Once inside, wander around the peaceful room with its ornate reliefs, candles, and maroon marble floor. Light an incense stick and admire the shrine to Kuan Yin, a goddess said to see all suffering through her thousand hands and eyes. Monks and nuns still come to this monastery, and tours are available.


MAP 2: Zeedijk 106-118, tel. 020/420-2357, http://ibps.nl; visiting hours noon-5pm Tues.-Sat., 10am-5pm Sun.; free


Nieuwmarkt Square


Nieuwmarkt was originally a hub of old Amsterdam from which streets and alleys stretched like fingers to Chinatown, the Red Light District, the Old Jewish District, and the city center. Marked by the medieval De Waag gate, Nieuwmarkt expanded during the Golden Age, and Napoleon picked it as a prime place for guillotine beheadings. During this time, it was also an active marketplace for Sephardic Jews who lived nearby. Notice how all of the terrace seats at the square’s cafés face toward the center of the square rather than being arranged around tables—a pleasant remnant of Napoleon’s time.


There are still markets here on the weekends: one that sells trinkets and accessories and another selling organic and local food.


MAP 2: Intersection of Zeedijk, Geldersekade, Sint Antoniesbreestraat, and Kloveniersburgwal


The Scales (De Waag)


Part of medieval Amsterdam’s fortifications, De Waag was once the main entrance to the city. In the Golden Age, De Waag became a weigh station that taxed goods brought in by ships. Today it sits in the center of Nieuwmarkt, resembling a small stubby castle—its short stature is because Nieuwmarkt Square was built up around it.


The corner turrets housed well-to-do guilds throughout the 1600s. In the southeast tower, the surgeon’s guild conducted autopsies, offering public viewings of their work. Rembrandt’s The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Nicolaes Tulp, depicting an autopsy, was commissioned by the guild (and is now on display at the Mauritshuis in The Hague). The northwest tower still has windows framed by carefully placed brickwork, courtesy of the mason’s guild.


Today, Café in De Waag (tel. 020/422-7772, www.indewaag.nl) is the building’s main tenant, although there are also business offices upstairs. Inside the café, you can catch a glimpse of the building’s part-medieval, part-renovated rustic interior, featuring high ceilings, traditional chandelier lighting, and original brick floors.


MAP 2: Nieuwmarkt 4


Trippenhuis


This building was once home to the Trip family, successful merchants that traded in weaponry. The broad building was designed in a neoclassical style, with gray columns running up the front. Two crossed powder guns decorate the gable above, representing the family crest, and the chimneys are shaped like cannons. The mansion is actually two separate houses that each belonged to one of the Trip brothers. Inside is the Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts and Sciences. The building is closed to the public.


MAP 2: Kloveniersburgwal 29


Pinto House (Huis De Pinto)


The late Isaac de Pinto was a wealthy Portuguese Jew, a published scholar, and one of the Dutch East India Company’s main investors in the 1600s. As one of the only historic houses on the street to survive demolition during the famine of 1944, the Huis De Pinto is now preserved as a national monument. The inside retains a rich interior, with an ornate fireplace and grand ceiling murals painted to replicate the work of 17th-century Dutch masters. Wander through the building’s foyer, front room, and library to see an authentic layout of a wealthy merchant’s house from the 1600s. Pinto House now functions as a library and community center for intellectual readings and acoustic music performances.


MAP 2: Sint Antoniesbreestraat 69, tel. 020/370-0210, www.jhm.nl; 10:30am-5:30pm Mon.-Fri., 1pm-5pm Sat.; free


Cannabis College


While it isn’t a true university, this information center offers an education in the history, politics, and cultivation of marijuana in its small space. The college is run by knowledgeable volunteers, who also train coffeeshop employees. Glass cases display innovative hemp creations, from car parts to snowboards. Shelves are stuffed with binders, books, DVDs, and articles about everything ganja. There’s even a box of shame, which warns of coffeeshops that sell fake marijuana. The cannabis garden downstairs is open for viewing and photos for €3.


MAP 2: Oudezijds Achterburgwal 124, tel. 020/423-4420, www.cannabiscollege.com; 11am-7pm daily; free


Warmoesstraat


The 13th-century Warmoesstraat, beginning at Dam Square and extending toward Amsterdam Centraal Station, is Amsterdam’s oldest street. Originally hosting wealthy merchants, fancy bars, and lace shops, Warmoesstraat transformed into a rowdy Red Light locale, home to specialty sex shops, touristy pubs, backpacker hostels, and pizza counters. Between the sex toy designers and S&M accessory shops, Warmoesstraat has a ribald reputation.


MAP 2: Dam Square to Amsterdam Centraal Station


East India House (Oost Indisch Huis)


The Dutch East India Company (VOC), which dominated international sea trade from 1600 to the mid-1800s, had its original Amsterdam headquarters inside this building. The small entryway on the east side of the building leads to a quiet courtyard, where visitors can admire the Renaissance-era brick walls decorated with engravings of VOC members. The building now belongs to the University of Amsterdam; its interior is closed to the public.


MAP 2: Oude Hoogstraat 24


Our Lord in the Attic (Ons’ Lieve Heer Op Solder)


During the Reformation, when Catholicism was illegal, many Catholics held mass in secret. As one of the city’s two hidden churches (the other is inside the Begijnhof), Ons’ Lieve Heer Op Solder hosted these covert worshippers in the attic of a former house of a Catholic merchant. Now a museum, the interior, from the original marble and metal beams to the replica gas lamps and hemp floor mats, is intended to reconstruct the clandestine church. An audio guide fills visitors in on the church’s detailed history and its intricate construction.


MAP 2: Oudezijds Voorburgwal 40, tel. 020/624-6604, www.opsolder.nl; 10am-5pm Mon.-Sat., 1pm-5pm Sun.; €9


Schreierstoren


This short, stout tower dates from 1480, and once functioned as an entry into the city. The name translates to “sharp corner tower,” but locals also call it the Tower of Tears, from tales of women crying farewell to departing sailors. A replica gable stone (decorative stone tablet) on the inner wall of the tower depicts a woman who wept so much for her absent lover that she went insane. An original gable stone on the outer wall depicts Henry Hudson leaving to discover Manhattan from this very tower. The interior of the Schreierstoren is now a traditional brown bar and café, De Schreierstoren (tel. 020/428-8291, www.schreierstoren.nl; 10am-1am Sun.-Thurs., 10am-2:30am Fri.-Sat.).


MAP 2: Prins Hendrikkade 94-95


Basilica of Saint Nicholas (Sint Nicolaasbasiliek)


The neo-baroque domes and neo-Renaissance facade of Sint Nicolaasbasiliek are easy to spot from Amsterdam Centraal Station. The inside of this Catholic basilica is a treasure trove of colorful stained-glass work, detailed statues, an impressive high altar, and an ornate dome ceiling. On Sunday evenings, vespers are held in Gregorian chant.


MAP 2: Prins Hendrikkade 73, tel. 020/330-7812, www.nicolaas-parochie.nl; visiting hours noon-3pm Mon., 11am-4pm Tues.-Fri., noon-3pm and 4:30pm-5:45pm Sat., 9:45am-2pm and 4:30pm-5:30pm Sun.; free


Zeedijk (Sea Dike)


Zeedijk is a pedestrian-only street that was originally the city’s first sea wall, formed by sand and wood piles, protecting 14th-century Amsterdam from the North Sea. The city’s elite originally settled on this strip of high ground, but by the 18th century, Zeedijk transitioned to a collection of pubs and brothels for sailors gallivanting through the Red Light District.


In the early 1900s, Zeedijk had an influx of Asian residents and the area coalesced into the city’s Chinatown—Chinese lettering under the street name spells “Kindness and Virtue Street.” The 1970s dragged in hard drugs and street crime, lending the street a rough reputation. Police initiatives have since swept the area clean, and now Zeedijk is a melting pot of past and present, with takeout restaurants, quirky shops, gay-friendly pubs, and 15th-century brown bars.


MAP 2: Prins Hendrikkade to Nieuwmarkt








	Canal Belt South

	Map 3









Leidse Square (Leidseplein)


Leidseplein, best described as a party square, is where tourists, visitors, and locals find themselves on weekends and weeknights for concerts, restaurants, bar-hopping, and clubbing. The square sits at the end of the pedestrian shopping street Leidsestraat, near the large Stadsschouwburg. Half of the square is covered by terraces belonging to touristy cafés. A few alleys off the square extend the nightlife options—some of the best places (and local spots) are here, rather than directly on Leidseplein. Try heading down Korte Leidsedwarsstraat and pop into Jazz Café Alto, L&B Whiskeycafe, or Café de Spuyt. On weekend nights, the well-used public urinals lend an unrefined aspect to the party atmosphere.


MAP 3: Intersection of Marnixstraat, Weteringschans, Vondelstraat, and Leidsestraat


Krijtberg Church


This 19th-century church doesn’t look like much from the outside, with its two tall, slim, neo-Gothic towers and bland brick facade. Step inside, though, and be greeted by hand-painted emerald green, golden yellow, and royal blue columns and walls. The ornate decorations and wood-carved confessionals are impressive, and almost all windows are decorated with vivid stained glass. Free audio tours are available on request, and mass in English is held every Sunday at 5:15pm.


MAP 3: Singel 446, tel. 020/623-1923, http://krijtberg.nl; visiting hours noon-6pm Tues.-Sat., 9am-6:30pm Sun.; free


Metz & Co Building


One of the most striking structures on the Leidsestraat is the former headquarters of department store Metz & Co. This multistory stone building was built in 1891 and is topped by a distinctive cupola from 1933 designed by Dutch architect Gerrit T. Rietveld. Metz & Co was open from 1740 up until 2013, making it the longest-running and oldest department store in the country.


MAP 3: Leidsestraat 1-3


Amstelkerk


One of the few churches in the city still made from wood, Amstelkerk doubles as a cultural event center and reception space. Its whitewashed exterior and stout height stand out from the rest of the neighborhood. The original Amstelkerk was built in 1668 by Daniel Stalpaert, the architect who also designed the Scheepvaartmuseum and rendered the final exterior of the Royal Palace. The wooden structure was temporary at first, meant to be replaced with stone, though this never happened. The church was revamped in 1840, but by World War II it was in poor condition. The city bought the church and restored it to its original appearance.
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