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Although every effort was made to make sure the information in this book was accurate when going to press, research was impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic and things may have changed since the time of writing. Be sure to confirm specific details, like opening hours, closures, and travel guidelines and restrictions, when making your travel plans. For more detailed information, see click here.
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Amsterdam’s Amstel River
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National Tulip Day on Dam Square in Amsterdam
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winter in Bruges.





Many visitors already have a clear vision of the cities of Amsterdam, Brussels, and Bruges: envisioning picturesque canals, centuries-old buildings with grand facades, and quaint cobblestone streets. There’s no doubt that if you’re looking to step into a European fairy tale, the Netherlands and Belgium offer many breathtaking opportunities to do so. You can travel back in time simply by opening a door into a hidden courtyard, surveying a castle in the middle of a park, or sitting down at a cozy café for a beer made by monks who have perfected the recipe over generations.


But the highlights of this region go beyond the grandeur of Amsterdam’s charming canal houses, Brussels’s Grand Place, and the Belfry of Bruges. Its museums show off cultural and architectural contributions spanning from literature to art. In winter, the cities transform their centers into inviting Christmas markets. In summer, do like the locals do and pause for a cold drink at a café balcony.


If you’re looking to satisfy your sweet tooth, you’ll already have heard about Dutch markets serving up warm stroopwafel and Brussels’s famous chocolatiers. Say “Proost” or “Santé” to seemingly endless beer menus. But recent immigration as well as the complicated legacy of colonialism have also resulted in a surprisingly rich gastronomic landscape, from African to Indonesian. Dutch and Belgian restaurants reflect the diversity of their populations, with high-quality fusion and delicious international offerings.
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stroopwafel
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houses on a canal in Haarlem
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canal in De Jordaan, Amsterdam





The region’s compactness and excellent public transportation make it easy to take a quick train ride through the countryside, past polders, livestock, windmills, and attractive towns for any number of scenic day trips. In the Netherlands, 30 minutes by train takes you from Amsterdam to towns with blooming tulip fields, picturesque windmills, and traditional cheese markets. In just an hour, traverse the cultural boundary between Flanders and Wallonia for old-world charm complete with French-influenced chateaux amid the dramatic rock formations of the Ardennes. The next day, you can sit along canals with locals in Ghent as you watch the sunset and see this lively student city let its hair down.


Although gezelligheid is not as famous as hygge, this Dutch term describing a warm, cozy experience encompasses much of local life here. You’ll find lovely watering holes where locals are keen to chat in English, independent shops where you’ll find the perfect souvenir, and modern cafés where you’ll want to linger over your coffee. Don’t be afraid to slow down to enjoy the quieter side of the Netherlands and Belgium, as it’s where the real magic of this small region happens. Welkom and Bienvenue to Amsterdam, Bruges, and Brussels.
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restaurants in the historic part of Brussels
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frites in Brussels.
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spring in the Keukenhof gardens, Netherlands









9 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Cycling in Amsterdam Noord, flying past windmills, polders, and sheep away from the crowds.
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2 Getting up close and personal with the region’s World War history, from the Anne Frank House in Amsterdam to the cemeteries and memorials around Ypres.
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3 Strolling the unique two-story canals of Utrecht, as beautiful as Amsterdam’s and half as crowded.
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4 Finding the coziest bars, from Amsterdam’s atmospheric brown bars to warmly lit Bruges cafés.
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5 Tasting chocolate in Brussels and Bruges: You’ll find it’s famous for a reason.
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6 Sipping the best of Belgian beer, from ales brewed in century-old monasteries to microbreweries continuing the tradition.
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7 Searching for art nouveau in Brussels, the unlikely birthplace of this decorative, elegant architectural style.
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8 Browsing Bruges’s markets, especially the Wednesday market that takes place in the city’s stunning Markt square.
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9 Viewing the best of Dutch and Flemish art, from the old masters to the Ghent Altarpiece to Van Gogh.






Planning Your Trip



Where to Go


Amsterdam


Amsterdam is the crown jewel of the Netherlands, pulling in tourists with its world-class museums and scenic canals. Beyond the touristy center, Amsterdam thrives on cool cafés, multicultural eateries, and a wild nightlife scene with something for everyone. Although Amsterdam is small compared to many other European capitals, visitors are often surprised by the surrounding areas, which includes scenic villages out of a storybook and diverse neighborhoods filled with colorful markets.


Day Trips from Amsterdam


Holland conjures up magical images for many visitors, with good reason. In April, the fields surrounding Lisse burst into bloom with tulips and other flowers. See Alkmaar’s historic cheese market in action and beautiful ceramics painted by artisans in Delft. The Hague often surprises visitors with its international charm and its many family-friendly attractions. Rotterdam wows with its modern architecture and cutting-edge cafés, while Haarlem and Utrecht mesmerize with countless streets of independent shops along quaint avenues.
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traditional cheese market in Alkmaar





Brussels


Many arrive in Brussels for the biggest hits, from Manneken Pis to Grand Place, but the city has even more to offer in terms of culture, a rich chocolate-making tradition, and history. Brussels’s contributions to literature and architecture are on display via colorful street art and stately art nouveau buildings. Beyond the center, Brussels is diverse, from hip neighborhoods filled with stylish coffee shops in Dansaert, to Congolese restaurants close to the European Parliament, to the village-within-a-city of Saint Gilles. Take a stroll through Brussels’s leafy parks for some quiet along with glimpses of stunning hidden chateaux.
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Christmas tree in front of Grand Place in Brussels
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Bruges


One of Belgium’s calling cards certainly has to be Bruges’s stunning canals, a siren call for visitors all around the world. Bruges is small enough that visitors can quickly cover the highlights, including the Sint-Janshuismolen windmill, Markt, and the Belfry, before tasting Belgium’s world-class beer and chocolate at a cozy café with old-world charm. Many visitors quickly pass through Bruges, missing out on its charming neighborhoods filled with independent shops, enchanting hidden courtyards, and outstanding museums featuring Flemish Masters.




If You Have…


A LONG WEEKEND


Though a long weekend isn’t enough to explore an entire region, it can be the perfect amount of time to get a taste of either Amsterdam or Brussels and Bruges and some of their surrounding areas. You could start with a day in Brussels before hopping on the hour-long train to Bruges the next day. From here, the perfectly preserved Flanders town of Ghent is an easy 40-minute train ride away, and easily connected back to Brussels or your next destination. Alternatively, base yourself in Amsterdam for a few days; depending on the season, you could take a day trip to the windmills of nearby Zaanse Schans or the incredible Keukenhof gardens, both within an hour of the city.
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Zaanse Schans landscape





FIVE DAYS


With five days, start with two days in Amsterdam before escaping the crowds in Utrecht, Amsterdam’s little sister. Head to Brussels on Day 4 for a whirlwind tour of the Belgian capital before heading to Bruges on your last day.


A WEEK


A week is a great amount of time to city-hop through the Netherlands and Belgium and get a sense of the region. Begin in Amsterdam, stepping back into the Dutch Golden Age in Delft on your second day, and heading to Rotterdam, known for its modern architecture, on Day 3. Ghent is a short ride from Rotterdam the following day, the perfect entry to Belgium from the Netherlands, a university town with an old soul. Make your way to Bruges on Day 5, before heading to Brussels for the last two days of your trip.





Day Trips in Belgium


Don’t hesitate to take a train ride to Belgium’s other charming towns and cities, where life goes slower. Culture and history enthusiasts will fall in love with the northern part of Belgium, known as Flanders, whose lesser-known cities of Mechelen, Ghent, and Antwerpen boast stunning belfries, impressive historic city centers, and high-quality beer. Pay your respects to the brave in Ypres, site of World War I’s most infamous trenches, before tasting Belgium’s most famous beer at a Trappist abbey. Nature lovers will fall in love with the picturesque Dinant in Wallonia, the southern part of Belgium, nestled in rolling hills. History geeks will flip over the Neolithic flint mines in Mons.



When to Go



High Season


April-August is high season in the Netherlands and Belgium, and in Europe more generally. April is when King’s Day is celebrated in the Netherlands, making Amsterdam quite crowded, but most attractions tend to have extended hours during this time. Weather-wise, spring in the region tends toward cold and rainy, with temperatures ranging from 5-18°C (41-64°F), but it can be worth braving the often-wet days and crowds to see the tulip fields outside Amsterdam and bluebells outside Brussels.


The joke goes that summer in the Netherlands and Belgium is the shortest day of the year. Given that the average high temperature is 22°C (71°F) in July and August, any good weather needs to be savored, as it might drop back to 13°C (55°F) the following day. Layers are your friend.


Christmas markets usually begin mid-December in the Netherlands and Belgium, bringing crowds of both locals and tourists. Attractions also tend to extend their hours throughout the month, although expect closures linked to Sinterklaas (early December) as well as on Christmas itself. The temperature is generally a bit above freezing, between 2-7°C (35-44°F). In December, Amsterdam holds the Amsterdam Light Festival, which also draws significant crowds.


Shoulder Seasons


February-March and September-November are shoulder seasons. Most attractions are open, albeit on potentially more limited hours. These are quiet times to visit the region if you want to avoid the crowds and secure better hotel rates. In fall, the sight of turning leaves over the many canals in Amsterdam and Bruges is underrated. Brussels’s parks are also beautiful during this time. For those who enjoy a little cold nip in the air and a good excuse to step into a brown bar café, October is a great time, with temperatures generally around 10-15°C (50-60°F). That being said, though temperatures are relatively mild, the rain and windchill are often worst during these seasons.


Low Season


January, after the Christmas markets close, is generally low season in the region. In Bruges, many businesses linked to tourism are closed, including hotels. If they are open, many attractions will have limited hours during this period. Finding meals can also be very hard. It’s the coldest season in the Netherlands and Belgium, with the average temperature dipping down to 2°C (36°F). Snow is rare, but seeing the canals of Amsterdam frozen over is a treat.


Know Before You Go


Getting There


Both Amsterdam Schiphol Airport and Brussels International Airport are easily accessible from overseas destinations, and well-connected to the rest of Europe.


FROM NORTH AMERICA


There are direct flights from North America to Amsterdam from cities including New York, Atlanta, and Toronto, taking around 8 hours and starting at $600 round-trip. Flights originating from the West Coast will likely require a stopover somewhere else in North America or another European hub, such as Dublin, Lisbon, or London. Direct flights to Brussels are slightly less frequent, from New York and Montreal, but can be found for around $500 round-trip and take about 7 hours.


FROM NEW ZEALAND, AUSTRALIA, AND SOUTH AFRICA


As they’re farther afield, travel from New Zealand, Australia, and South Africa is more complicated, involving at least one layover in Southeast Asia, the Middle East, or elsewhere in Europe. Altogether, travel time from New Zealand and Australia clocks in at around 20 hours; deals can sometimes be found for $700, but tend to cost around $1,000 round-trip. From South Africa, usually Johannesburg, there are some direct flights, which take 11 hours and start at $750 round-trip. Flights with a change, in a city like Zurich or Hamburg, are cheaper, sometimes as little as $400 round-trip.


FROM ELSEWHERE IN EUROPE


If you’re traveling from elsewhere in Europe (such as Southern Europe), you might be flying into Amsterdam Schiphol Airport or Brussels International Airport, or smaller airports within the region that service budget-friendly flights, including Eindhoven Airport and Rotterdam The Hague Airport in the Netherlands or Brussels South Charleroi Airport for Belgium. Note that these airports are often quite far from the nearest city center, sometimes negating the deals you might have gotten on your flight. From popular cities in Southern Europe (Rome, Venice, Barcelona), flights can be as cheap as €30 each way with budget airlines—without baggage of course.


From France, it is possible to take the Thalys, a high-speed train that travels from Paris to Brussels and Amsterdam in 1-3 hours (€29-100). Otherwise, the German rail network connects with both Belgium and the Netherlands 3-11 hours; from €50). Overnight trains will be increasing in quantity in the coming year as more travelers opt for eco-friendly travel.


From the UK, travelers have a few options including a direct high-speed train (the Eurostar) from London to Brussels (2.5 hours; from €60) or a direct high-speed train (4 hours; from €60) from London to Amsterdam. Many UK travelers, especially those outside London, opt to fly with some of the many airlines that connect the UK with the Netherlands, such as Ryanair, KLM, Transavia, and easyJet (from €20, €100 on average). A slower option is an overnight boat from Hull in the UK (€150 one-way without a car) to the port outside Bruges (Zeebrugge) and outside Rotterdam (Hoek van Holland) or Amsterdam. The shortest ferries begin at 6-plus hours, but the average time is closer to 13 hours.




What’s New


• In 2021, Bruges opted to limit the number of cruise ships allowed into its nearby port of Zeebrugge on weekends, as well as the number of days ships are allowed to dock, to help cap the number of tourists for a better visitor experience.


• COVID-19 provided many museums with the opportunity to restore priceless works of art, from the Rembrandt’s The Night Watch, housed in Amsterdam’s Rijksmuseum, to the Ghent Altarpiece in St. Bavo’s Cathedral.


• Another crowd control measure given extra priority after 2020’s coronavirus pandemic, Amsterdam’s Red Light District is rapidly changing due to new regulations on Airbnbs, limits on opening new touristic shops, and bans on drinking alcohol on the street. Although the neighborhood is still quite crowded, plans to decentralize by creating an out-of-town Erotic Center are in progress in 2021.





Getting Around


The Netherlands and Belgium are part of one of the densest, most well-connected road and public transit networks in the world. In just three hours, you can drive from Amsterdam to Ypres, the westernmost city covered in this book, passing worthwhile destinations en route almost every 30 minutes.


Within cities, well-run public transit networks and your own two feet make it easy to get around. Cyclists will love the well-marked and connected bike routes throughout the Netherlands and Belgium, though cycling with the experienced bikers in city centers is a bit of a learning curve.


TRAIN


Both the Netherlands and Belgium have good public transit within and between major cities, making the train the best way to travel in the region. Trains run regularly between the Netherlands and Belgium, including several high-speed trains that connect Amsterdam/Rotterdam with Antwerp/Brussels, operated by NS International (www.nsinternational.com) or the SNCB (www.belgiantrain.be), so frequently that they often don’t need to be booked in advance. Amsterdam to Brussels via the Thalys costs about €29-40 booked a few months in advance (closer to €100 shortly before departure) and takes about 2 hours. Bruges and Brussels are well-connected by a train that takes 1 hour 15 minutes (€14.30 per way per adult). To get to Bruges from Amsterdam, the fastest way is to take the Thalys to Brussels before transferring to a train to Bruges.


RENTAL CAR


Speedy trains in the region mean a car is not necessary, and is often even a liability due to traffic and expensive, difficult parking. That said, one can come in handy in some parts of Belgium, especially if you wish to explore the natural landscapes around Dinant and World War I battlefields around Ypres. Renting a car can provide flexibility for travelers and can also be economical for larger groups or people with mobility issues.


BUS


Despite how compact the region is, buses between cities are not as common as you might think, mostly because of the efficient train network. There are a few bus companies that operate between Amsterdam, Brussels, and Bruges, but the schedule tends to be fairly limited. Popular bus companies operating within Europe are Eurolines (www.eurolines.de [URL inactive]) and Flixbus (https://global.flixbus.com). Fares for the buses tend to be cheaper last-minute compared to the trains, but it’s best to be aware of the drop-off locations as many bus companies stop outside the city center compared to more centrally located train stations.




Day Trips at a Glance


The cities of Amsterdam, Brussels, and Bruges are justifiable highlights of this region. But when it comes to the many easily accessible excursions from the cities covered in this book, it can be harder to choose. The following chart should help you decide which of the day trips to visit.


















	If You Like…

	Destination

	Getting There










	The Netherlands






	Uncrowded spaces, friendly locals, historic architecture

	Under half an hour from Amsterdam, lovely Haarlem is the Dutch capital in miniature.

	20-minute train ride from Amsterdam






	Dutch cheese, local traditions

	
Alkmaar is a picturesque canal town with a historic cheese market.

	35-minute train ride from Amsterdam






	Cycling, gardens, tulips in bloom

	Famed for the nearby Keukenhof gardens, Lisse is the place to fulfill your dream of cycling through fields of flowers.

	1-hour train and bus transfer from Amsterdam






	Beautiful canals, lesser known destinations

	
Utrecht boasts some of the most beautiful canals in Europe, without the crowds.

	30-minute train ride from Amsterdam






	Learning about politics and diplomacy, art, hitting the beach

	Refined and home to important UN sites as well as the Netherlands’ most famous beach, the Hague surprises.

	1-hour train ride from Amsterdam






	Traditional souvenirs, picturesque towns

	Best known for its traditional Dutch pottery, Delftware, Delft is a pretty town made for strolling.

	1-hour train ride from Amsterdam






	Modern architecture, hip art and design scenes

	The Netherlands’ modern side, Rotterdam is known for its state-of-the art architecture and.

	1-hour train ride from Amsterdam, 1.5-hour train ride from Brussels






	Belgium






	Medieval townscapes, university towns

	
Mechelen is a beautiful medieval university town less than half an hour from Brussels.

	30-minute train ride from Brussels






	Trendy architecture and design, foodie tourism

	
Antwerpen is Belgium’s lovely second city with a bit of everything, from history to food and design.

	40-minute train ride from Brussels, 1-hour train ride from Amsterdam






	Canals and castles, avoiding the crowds

	Picturesque Ghent surprises with its lovely, uncrowded medieval center.

	35-minute train ride from Brussels, 20-minute train ride from Bruges






	World War I history, Belgian beer

	
Ypres is surrounded by World War I battle sites, as well as a Trappist monastery.

	1.5-hour train and bus ride from Bruges, 2-hour train from Brussels, or rent a car






	Quirky Belgian traditions, Neolithic history

	
Mons offers a bit of everything, from unique festivals to ancient archaeological sites.

	1-hour train ride from Brussels






	Outdoor recreation, scenic countryside

	In Dinant, outdoorsy travelers can hike, see castles and cruise the Meuse River.

	2-hour train ride (with transfer) from Brussels












Passports and Visas


Travelers from the United States, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand are able to enter the Netherlands and Belgium, in the Schengen Zone, without a visa for visits shorter than 90 days within a 180-day period. You will need a passport that is valid more than three months after your date of departure and with at least two blank pages. Entry into the Netherlands and Belgium from the United Kingdom may be different in the post-Brexit landscape, but it’s likely to fall under this visa-free scheme.


South African travelers to the Netherlands and Belgium require a Schengen visa from the Dutch or Belgian consulates in South Africa.



What to Pack



Both the Netherlands and Belgium are prone to significant amounts of rain and wind, so bringing waterproof layers and a good umbrella is a good idea. Pack a jacket for chillier evenings. In the Netherlands and Belgium, formal attire is not expected in most public places, and jeans are worn by practically everyone. If you opt for a nicer dinner out at a sit-down restaurant, you might want to bring one dressier outfit, but there’s no need for black-tie attire. Even for nightlife establishments, the dress code is much more informal than in other nearby countries.


Standard European plugs (230 V with plug type C) are used within the Netherlands and Belgium.


Advance Reservations and Tourist Passes


Between April and August, it’s best to book your hotel at the same time as you book your flight, as many hotels sell out. Purchase advance tickets for popular museums in Amsterdam to avoid lines, especially the Anne Frank House, where you should check for tickets two months prior to your trip. Many popular restaurants and bars also require reservations made in advance. Call at least a week ahead to be sure. To mitigate the spread of COVID-19, reservations became obligatory at most museums, and even some bars and restaurants. It’s possible these systems will stay in place even after the threat of COVID-19 recedes.


If you’ll be spending a significant amount of time in Amsterdam, the iAmsterdam pass (www.iamsterdam.com) includes access to numerous museums and public transportation. You can choose the period that the card is active (e.g. 48 hours), and save significantly by visiting museums during that time. In Belgium, the museumPASSmusées (www.museumpassmusees.be) provides entry to 180 museums for just €60, but some of the best deals come from the Belgian train system, which adds museum entry to train transport via a program called B-Excursion (www.belgiantrain.be/en/leisure/b-excursions). Brussels and Bruges both also have their own individual tourist cards, the Brussels Card (https://visit.brussels/en/sites/brusselscard) and the Discover Bruges card (https://discoverbruges.com/en/discount-card/attractions-museums).
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a tram in Amsterdam






The Best of Amsterdam, Brussels & Bruges



The compactness of the Netherlands and Belgium means you can get a captivating glimpse into their cultures in a relatively short time. Most cities are only 1-2 hours away from each other, connected by an efficient train network, so it doesn’t matter too much whether you fly into Brussels or Amsterdam. On this 10-day itinerary, you’ll get a taste of the best of Amsterdam and Brussels, world-class cities known for their museums, impressive restaurant scenes, and lovely walkable neighborhoods. As the respective capitals of the Netherlands and Belgium, these cities provide easy access to the smaller towns, castles, windmills, and scenic landscapes nearby, and don’t forget to spend a day or two strolling Bruges’s stunning canals.


From big cities to smaller towns and landmarks of the larger area, this itinerary will give you a taste of what keeps travelers coming back to the Netherlands and Belgium. It’s not the marijuana in Amsterdam or the beer in Belgium, but the laid-back and relaxed feeling of the region, perhaps best experienced by enjoying a coffee a centuries-old café. With that relaxed spirit in mind, if this itinerary seems too packed, don’t be afraid to cut some of the day trips and side trips out of this itinerary, and enjoy Amsterdam, Brussels, and Bruges at a slower pace.


Amsterdam and Utrecht


DAY 1


On your first day, stroll through Amsterdam Centrum and the infamous Red Light District toward Museumkwartier, where you can take in the best of Amsterdam’s world-class museums, like the Rijksmuseum. Wander through Vondelpark, Amsterdam’s answer to Central Park, and have a light lunch at a park-side café or brewery, before heading to the Albert Cuypmarkt in De Pijp to try some Surinamese food. Head east until you find the Amstel River and enjoy a walk with views of the canal houses and the Magere Brug, before trying rijsttafel, an Indonesian-inspired feast that’s a complicated (though delicious) legacy of Dutch colonialism.
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Rijksmuseum





DAY 2


Get off the beaten path in Amsterdam by taking a cycle in Amsterdam Noord, passing polders, windmills, and sheep before stopping at Noord’s hipster cafés and breweries to experience the city’s less traditional side. After a siesta, get a taste of Amsterdam’s infamous nightlife, whether you like dancing the night away to electronic music or rubbing elbows with locals in a historic bar that looks like it hasn’t changed in 100 years.


DAY 3


Escape the crowds of Amsterdam in Utrecht, Amsterdam’s little sister. If you had a late night, Utrecht has the perfect remedy, with its many foodie-centric cafes. Climb the Dom Tower for views of medieval Utrecht from above before exploring its unique two-story canals up close, either on foot or by kayak. End the evening at a canal-side restaurant before heading back to your hotel in Amsterdam.


The Hague and Rotterdam


DAY 4


Pack your bags for the 1-hour train ride from Amsterdam to the Hague. As the seat of the Dutch parliament and the United Nations, the Hague’s culture is cosmopolitan. Be sure to stop by the Binnenhof, home to the government of the Netherlands, and wander through the excellent Mauritshuis museum, which houses Girl with a Pearl Earring. Next, you’ll hop on another train to Rotterdam, which you’ll explore the following day.




[image: image]

relaxing in the Hague
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Belfry tower in Bruges








DAY 5


Step into Manhattan on the Maas, or Rotterdam, the most striking city in the Netherlands, known for its modern architecture and lively food scene. After dropping off your bags, visit the Cube Houses, a fascinating example of urban housing from the 1970s, and leave the afternoon open to take the ferry to Kinderdijk, a charming village with dozens of windmills outside of Rotterdam. After you’ve returned, consider ending your evening with a meal at the trendy Markthal, a striking piece of architecture itself.




TOP EXPERIENCE


Dutch and Flemish Art 101


Art lovers will have some difficult decisions to make when it comes to choosing which art museums to visit in the Netherlands and Belgium.


THE FLEMISH PRIMITIVES


Then one country, the region first became known for art during the medieval period, when artists known as the Flemish Primitives began creating portable wooden paneled paintings called triptychs. These painters were known for their realism and works that touched on religious themes. Notably, Hieronymus Bosch often depicted hell in his elaborate and sometimes twisted triptychs, including the well-known The Last Judgment, housed in the Groeninge Museum in Bruges. Jan van Eyck pioneered the style, creating realistic portraits and religious works including the famous The Adoration of the Mystic Lamb, known as the Ghent Altarpiece today. Rogier van der Weyden’s work hangs in the Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium, and Hans Memling is best known for his painting of the Shrine of St. Ursula in Sint-Janshospitaal in Bruges.


THE RENAISSANCE ERA


The 16th century brought the influence of the Italian Renaissance, with the best-known Flemish painters of the time including Pieter Bruegel the Elder (1525-1569) and his sons Pieter Brueghel the Younger and Jan Brueghel. Many of their works can be viewed at the Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium in Brussels.


THE GOLDEN AGE


Perhaps the most famous period of Flemish painting is the Flemish Baroque period, or the Dutch “Golden Age,” which lasted from the early 17th-18th centuries. The most famous Flemish artist from the period, Peter Paul Rubens, lived in Antwerp and served the Spanish royalty after learning from Caravaggio and other masters in Italy. He is best known for his biblical and historical paintings, many of which can be viewed at the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam. At the same time, his counterparts in the Netherlands were producing fine art that veered into less religious territory, such as landscapes, portraits, and still lifes. Famous painters include Johannes Vermeer (best known for Girl with a Pearl Earring), Frans Hals, Jan Steen, and Rembrandt van Rijn. The Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam, Frans Hals Museum in Haarlem, and Mauritshuis in the Hague are the best places to view work by these artists.


IMPRESSIONISM AND BEYOND


Impressionism influenced many Dutch artists, but the most well-known is Vincent Van Gogh, who lived throughout Belgium and the Netherlands, famed worldwide for his portraits, still lifes, and landscapes. Many of his works are housed in the Van Gogh Museum in Amsterdam.


During the time of Van Gogh and following his death, surrealism and symbolism were rising in Belgium, perhaps most encapsulated by Brussels-based painter René Magritte. The Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium in Brussels is the best place to view his dreamlike works, such as The Return and The Empire of Light.


WHERE TO SEE DUTCH AND FLEMISH ART


• Rijksmuseum: This is the premier spot in the Netherlands for viewing art from the Dutch Golden Age, from Rembrandt’s The Night Watch to Vermeer’s The Milkmaid.


• Van Gogh Museum: If you’re crazy about Van Gogh, this museum in Amsterdam houses the largest collection of his work in the world.


• Mauritshuis: View Girl with a Pearl Earring by Vermeer and works from other Dutch Masters in the beautiful former home of a prince in the Hague.


• Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium: Whether you prefer Flemish masters like Bruegel or modernist paintings by Magritte, there’s something for everyone at this museum in Brussels.


• Groeninge Museum: Take in the Flemish Primitives from van Eyck to Memling at Bruges’s most impressive art museum.






Brussels and Dinant



DAY 6


After checking out of your hotel in Rotterdam, hop on the high-speed train to Brussels, where you can take in the grand view of the city from Grand Place before making your way south to Sablon to sample the finest of Brussels’s chocolatiers. On your sugar rush, head south to hunt for treasures at the Marolles Flea Market. Visit the Horta Museum, one of Brussels’s art nouveau masterpieces, or stroll through the Ixelles neighborhood to spot more buildings in the iconic architectural style, before a classy dinner and a cocktail.


DAY 7


Spend the morning at the Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium before heading south to have lunch at one of the Congolese restaurants in Matonge. Post-lunch, head to the Parlamentarium or the House of European History to learn about the history of the continent and the European Union. From here, take the tram or walk toward Dansaert, Brussels’s hippest neighborhood, for dinner and a craft brew at Brussels Beer Project.


DAY 8


If you’re tired of cityscapes, take the train southward to Dinant, a beautiful town in southern Belgium, or Wallonia. The town is situated underneath an epic fortress, the Dinant Citadel, that provides scenic views and insight into centuries of Belgian history. After the Citadel, take a river cruise along the Meuse, one of the most scenic landscapes of Belgium, passing chateaux and rolling hills. End the day trip with a Trappist beer produced near Dinant before heading back to Brussels.


Bruges


DAY 9


From Brussels, the train ride to Bruges takes just an hour. This beautiful city can be easily covered on foot in one day. From the train station, make a beeline for Markt, the glittering central square of Bruges, before climbing the Belfry. Get lunch along Noordzandstraat, possibly stopping at a chocolate shop or two, before visiting the Groeninge Museum to see the Flemish Primitives. Enjoy a beer at a brown bar before walking back along the canals. If you happen to spot a hidden courtyard, don’t hesitate to peek inside.


DAY 10


On your second day in Bruges, take things easy with a leisurely brunch before discovering the some of the quieter canals outside Bruges’s more touristy areas. Relive favorite scenes from In Bruges, including the jaw-dropping Adornes Domain, and browse for handmade lace at Bruges’s dedicated lace shops. Enjoy the windmills of the Bruges ramparts before looping back to Langestraat, a quieter residential neighborhood known for boutique shopping, dinner, and drinks away from the center. From Bruges, it’s an easy train ride back to Brussels for your return flight or to go on to your next destination.



Quintessential Netherlands



Canals. Windmills. Tulips. Cheese. If the picturesque image of a typical Dutch landscape is what you seek, you’ll find it aplenty, all surprisingly close to the dense urban capital that is Amsterdam. The flower fields of the Dune and Bulb Region and the traditional cheese market in Alkmaar to the north are famous for a reason—and once you’ve seen them, it’s easy to find a tucked-away café to chat with a local away from the tourist track. Best of all, it’s easy to get everywhere on a day trip thanks to the Netherlands’ capable public transit system; if you base yourself in Amsterdam, you can come back to your hotel and favorite brown bar each night.


Day 1: Amsterdam


Start your quintessential Amsterdam day by walking along the iconic canals west of Amsterdam Centrum in Grachtengordel West and De Jordaan before breakfast, then explore these neighborhoods’ charming, busy markets. Visit the Anne Frank House—book your spot well in advance—to learn more about the tragic story of Anne and her family and get a fascinating glimpse into World War II history. Pick your favorite canal from your earlier wanderings and grab a coffee, the beverage of choice of Dutchies throughout the day, for a canal-side pick-me-up. Then, go for a scenic stroll through Vondelpark before stopping off at Vondelpark3 for dinner.


Day 2: Alkmaar


Just 30 minutes north of Amsterdam by train, the beautiful city of Alkmaar is home to a sight that has changed little in hundreds of years: white-aproned cheese mongers running huge wheels of cheese to-and-fro at the town’s famous cheese market—a touristy sight to be sure, but one that’s bound to please cheese lovers and the lactose intolerant alike. Afterward, be sure to grab some cheese or maybe an ice cream for yourself at a local shop and enjoy Alkmaar’s picturesque churches and canals before heading back to your hotel (and the 21st century) in Amsterdam for the evening.




TOP EXPERIENCE


The Best of Belgian Beer


A visit to Belgium, where people have been brewing for more than 800 years, is the holy grail for many beer lovers. Once made in city breweries and monasteries regulated by the Catholic Church, beer has evolved into a thriving national tradition. Today, more than 1,500 types of beer are produced in Belgium, often divided between abbey beers, which refer to brews made using traditional brewing methods and recipes, and Trappist beers, which are still produced entirely by Trappist monks. Belgian beers tend to be heavier in alcohol than other European brews, so do pay attention to the ABV while you’re imbibing.


BEER TYPES


Most bars have a solid selection of Belgian beers; ask your bartender for recommendations of local options that might be harder to find elsewhere. In order of decreasing ABV, here are some brews to look for:


• Quadrupel (9.1-14.2%): A heavy and rich Belgian beer style with often fruity undertones and a yeasty flavor. Try: Westvleteren 12.


• Triple (Tripel; 8-12%): A heavy yet smooth malty abbey-style beer first produced by Westmalle abbey in the 1930s. Try: Westmalle Tripel.


• Double (Dubbel; 6.3-7.6%): A malty abbey-style brown ale first produced by Westmalle, with a dark complexion. Try: Westmalle Dubbel, Affligem Dubbel.


• Blonde (4-5%, can be higher): A less bitter and smoother abbey-style pale ale with a yeasty taste and a golden color slightly closer to an IPA. Try: Brugse Zot Blonde, La Chouffe Blonde.
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blonde beer at Brussels’s Moeder Lambic





• Saison (4.5-6.5%): A light and easy-to-drink pale ale originating from Wallonia, perfect for warm weather. Try: Saison Dupont, Saison Du Meyboom.


• Witbier (4-7%): A light unfiltered ale often spiced with herbs and a higher percentage of wheat. Try: Super 8 Blanche, Grimbergen Blanche.


• Gueuze (5-9%): A sour blend of lambics, with a significant amount of head, similar to Champagne, traditionally produced in the Brussels region. Try: Cantillon Lambic, Boon Oude Gueuze.


• Flemish red ale (5-6.02%): A sour ale produced in West Flanders with heavy fruit undertones brewed in oak barrels. Try: Rodenbach Flemish Red Ale, Duchesse de Bourgogne.


• Flemish brown (Oud Brown; 4-8%): A sour brown ale with a more malty taste. Try: Bourgogne des Flandres.


• Kriek (Fruit Beer; under 5%): A sour Belgian fruit beer brewed with cherries, sometimes with additional sugar, with roots in Brussels. Try: Cantillon Kriek Lambic, Timmermans Kriek Lambic, Mort Subite Kriek Lambic.


• Framboise (under 3%): A lambic beer produced with raspberries. Try: Cantillon Rose de Gambrinus.


BELGIUM’S BEST BREWERIES


• Brussels Beer Project: The future of Belgian beer is being brewed by Brussels Beer Project, a collaborative brewery housed in the trendy Dansaert neighborhood.


• Brasserie Cantillon: Sample a rare gueuze at the last brewery in Brussels still brewing lambics in a traditional manner.


• Brouwerij de Halve Maan: Bruges’s best-known brewery has been brewing beer in the same location for more than 500 years.


• Café Vlissinghe: Sip beer at Bruges’s oldest café, dating back to 1515.


• Brouwerij De Anker: For a taste of Belgium’s beer history, visitor-friendly Het Anker has been perfecting their beer for centuries.


• Sint-Sixtus Brewery: Considered by some the best beer in the world, Westvleteren 12 is brewed and sold to the public at this unassuming Trappist brewery in West Flanders outside of Ypres. It’s worth the trek.


• Maredsous Abbey: Try Trappist beer at one of the most accessible and visitor-friendly Trappist breweries in Belgium.





Day 3: Lisse


If you’re lucky enough to be visiting the Netherlands in spring, usually mid-April, you can witness a sight many come from around the world to see: the tulip fields around the small town of Lisse, about an hour away from Amsterdam by train, in full bloom. Take a cycle down the narrow lanes to spot the best blooms. If you’re not here during the right season, don’t despair: The spectacular Keukenhof gardens are worth a visit any time in the summer. Grab a beer or a Dutch pancake at a nearby brewery or restaurant before hopping on the bus back to Amsterdam.



Day 4: Zaanse Schans



Spend your last day in typically Dutch Zaanse Schans, a perfectly preserved village only 30 minutes from Amsterdam. Here you’ll see the iconic windmills you’ve likely been craving since your arrival in the Netherlands, as well as quaint museums on Dutch history and a charming wooden shoe workshop. It may be touristy, but that doesn’t mean you won’t enjoy a beer at the local brewery before heading back to your lodging in Amsterdam after your day of exploring, feeling like a true city-hopper.
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windmills at Zaanse Schans






Architectural Highlights



The Netherlands and Belgium are rightfully famous for their beautiful 15th-, 16th-, and 17th-century architecture, but their contributions to more modern styles of building are a bit less well known. Base yourself in Brussels or Antwerpen, or spend a night in each city covered here, for this tour of unique Dutch and Belgian architecture from the 20th century and beyond.


Day 1: Brussels


Brussels is the birthplace of art nouveau, and architecture lovers’ first stop should be the Horta Museum, the former home of the founder of the elaborate, decorative architectural movement. After exploring this perfectly preserved art nouveau masterpiece, stroll the chic streets of Ixelles to spot many more beautiful examples, and be sure to stop in Matonge for some Congolese food. Next, browse through one of Brussels’s beautiful covered arcades, reminiscent of the galleries of nineteenth-century Paris, before taking a peek into the past at the 17th-century Saint John the Baptist at the Béguinage and grabbing some typical Brussels seafood snacks at lively Noordzee.
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shops and cafés in the Royal Galleries of Saint Hubert, Brussels





Day 2: Antwerpen


Just over halfway between Brussels and the Netherlands, Antwerpen surprises many visitors. You’ll arrive in the stunning Antwerpen Centraal train station, a neo-Renaissance masterpiece in itself. After taking in the impressive Grote Markt and its centuries-old guild houses, the strikingly modern glass architecture of MAS—Museum aan de Stroom—might shock you. Visit the museum’s terrace to get a view of the contrast between old and new, then grab a beer surrounded by religious paraphernalia in Elfde Gebod, a café that once belonged to Antwerpen’s cathedral.
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Antwerpen Centraal train station
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Rotterdam








Day 3: Rotterdam


An hour north of Antwerpen by train, Rotterdam is thoroughly modern city, from its famous tilted Cube Houses to the monumental stone-arch Markthal. After touring these architectural contributions from the last hundred years (and grabbing a snack at the market), step back into the 17th century in Delftshaven, a picturesque neighborhood built by the Pilgrims that survived bombing in World War II. You’re a quick train ride from Amsterdam or Brussels here, well-positioned for your return flight or to head on to your next destination.





Amsterdam
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a lively canal scene in Amsterdam







Highlights


Look for S to find recommended sights, activities, dining, and lodging.


S Ons’ Lieve Heer op Solder: Climb the stairs into Amsterdam’s biggest secret, a delightful museum tucked into the Red Light District (click here).


S Anne Frank House: Step behind the bookshelf for a glimpse into Anne Frank’s short and tragic life in this former home turned museum, where Anne and her family stayed hidden for two years during World War II (click here).
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S Art Museums of Museumkwartier: Amsterdam is spoiled for museums, from the Dutch masters in the Rijksmuseum to the wonderful Van Gogh Museum (click here).


S Cycling in Amsterdam Noord: Escape from the crowds and into the countryside on two wheels, just across the river from the city center (click here).


S Markets in De Jordaan: Pick up breakfast and maybe a souvenir at one of the many bustling markets in this charming neighborhood (click here).


S Eating Indonesian and Surinamese Food: Sample some of the tastiest food that the Netherlands has to offer, from savory roti to innovative Indonesian cuisine (click here).


S Brown Bars: Enjoy a drink in one of Amsterdam’s typically cozy, dimly lit bars that has likely looked much the same for centuries (click here).


S Muiderslot Castle: Transport yourself to a fairy tale at a well-preserved medieval castle just outside Amsterdam (click here).


S Zaanse Schans: Take in a typically Dutch view of polders and windmills only 30 minutes from Amsterdam Centrum (click here).
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boats in front of the Amsterdam Central Train Station
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Dappermarkt.








Amsterdam’s lush, tree-lined canals are on many a traveler’s bucket list, but what Amsterdammers love about their city may surprise visitors who think of it as a weed-filled party hub. Amsterdam’s reputation as a disruptor and intellectual hub has long lured visitors and transplants, who are impressed by the high quality of life and typically Dutch tolerance toward diversity and different lifestyles. Although it’s hard to feel this emphasis on multiplicity in the Red Light District, you’ll feel this buzzing energy as you shop in independent shops, dance to electronic music in one of the city’s many nightlife venues, and talk to locals at its trendy coffee cafés.


Biking or walking along the grand yet well-preserved 17th- and 18th-century canal houses, it’s easy to feel like you’re stepping back in time to the world of Rembrandt and the Dutch masters; countless museums provide a peek into this history. While Amsterdam takes pride in its storied past, it is now beginning to confront its colonial legacy as part owner of Suriname and perpetuator of slavery there. In 2020, the Amsterdam City Council voted a proposal to formally apologize for its role in Suriname, and there is an increasing emphasis on the city’s Black and minority history—which shouldn’t be surprising, considering 45 percent of Amsterdam’s population comes from a minority background. For many tourists, the multicultural society of Amsterdam can be a surprise, given Amsterdam’s location in Western Europe, but immigration in the last century from Suriname, Indonesia, Turkey, Curaçao, Aruba, and Morocco has made Amsterdam one of the most diverse cities in the Netherlands.


As you step into the cozy, wood-paneled brown bars of Amsterdam and enjoy a warm tea or a beer, you’ll quickly feel at home thanks to the Dutch obsession with gezelligheid, or making a place feel cozy. This sense of coziness certainly surprises visitors who come with a preconception of the city’s party reputation; Amsterdammers are keen to correct for this imbalance.


Cycling remains a constant of the city throughout the year, even in winter and in rain. On these cold days, Amsterdammers bundle up in their winter clothes before tucking into brown bars for a warm conversation and a glühwein (mulled wine). On warmer days or simply any sunny day, locals jostle for a seat on the terraces to people-watch and take in the sun with picnics, bicycles, and parties on boats. Regardless of the day, you’re likely to feel an immediate sense of warmth as you browse the local markets, greet the neighborhood cats guarding many of the businesses, and make conversation with shopkeepers. This is the gezellig side of Amsterdam that so many locals adore.


ORIENTATION


Many first-time visitors to Amsterdam stay within Amsterdam Centrum, with a brief visit for museums in the Museumkwartier, but the Gratchengordel’s beautiful canals are less crowded than those in the center, and De Jordaan offers charming markets. Farther outside of the center, you’ll find trendy, diverse neighborhoods, such as hip De Pijp.


Getting orientated in Amsterdam is easy due to the circle of canals that surround the city center, and big squares, such as Dam Square, that provide ample signage to major attractions.


Amsterdam Centrum


Aptly named, central Amsterdam’s Centrum is where Amsterdam Central Train Station, Dam Square, and the Red Light District (De Wallen) are located. You’ll find some very grand houses in between touristy bars—and busy streets packed with tourists.


Grachtengordel and Plantage


When you think of Amsterdam, you’re probably visualizing Grachtengordel, the name for the rings of canals that surround the medieval city center. In the western part of Grachtengordel, often called Grachtengordel West, you’ll find some of Amsterdam’s most classic views, beautiful 17th-century canal houses, and the moving (and enduringly popular) Anne Frank House.


To the south, the part of the Grachtengordel between Amsterdam Centrum in the north and De Pijp to the south, often called Grachtengordel Zuid, is home to a lively club scene on Leidseplein and Rembrandtplein squares, as well as the picturesque Hortus Botanicus gardens in Plantage, farther east.


De Jordaan and Haarlemmerdijk


De Jordaan, a thin strip just west of Grachtengordel, is one of Amsterdam’s most atmospheric neighborhoods, with its countless hidden courtyards, charming neighborhood bars, and busy weekly markets. Just north of Brouwersgracht canal, you’ll find Haarlemmerdijk/Haarlemmerstraat, a charming shopping street packed with independent cafés, shops, and restaurants.


Amsterdam West


Farther west, Amsterdam West is relatively unknown to tourists. For a taste of a more local Amsterdam, explore sprawling Westerpark and its Westergasfabriek, former factories converted into shopping and dining. This area is home to a large percentage of the city’s Turkish, Moroccan, and Surinamese population.


Museumkwartier and Oud Zuid


Tucked just south of Amsterdam West, Oud Zuid is known for being expensive—there’s even a song about it. But that money has begot some of Amsterdam’s best art museums and cultural institutions, from the Rijksmuseum to the Royal Concertgebouw. Vondelpark, the most iconic park in Amsterdam, also sits in the center of Oud Zuid.


De Pijp


Moving east of the Oud Zuid and south of Grachtengordel, De Pijp feels like a village within a city, a diverse neighborhood where Amsterdammers and visitors from all around the world shop in the always-busy Albert Cuypmarkt street market. De Pijp is also home to Amsterdam’s trendiest cafés, shops, and bars popular with expats from other parts of Europe and Dutchies alike.


Amsterdam Oost


To the east, Amsterdam Oost is off the beaten path, with a lot to offer in terms of dining and shopping. Estates such as Frankendael were once on the outskirts of the city, where wealthy families would escape for nature and quiet; today the neighborhood’s lively bar and restaurant scene and hip Czaar Peterstraat with its indie shops are great for escaping the busy Centrum. Amsterdam Oost has a high percentage of immigrant residents originally from Indonesia, Suriname, and Turkey, and many of the streets are named after islands in Indonesia. More than 100 languages are spoken in this diverse neighborhood.
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Amsterdam canals
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Amsterdam Noord



Getting to Amsterdam Noord requires crossing the IJ river (pronounced closer to “eye,” the name derives from West Frisian word for water), most commonly by ferry. But once you arrive in this lesser-known, trendy part of Amsterdam, you’ll understand why millennials are flocking here: It’s home to picturesque Dutch villages plucked out of a storybook, including Randsdorp and Nieuwendam, and great nightlife if you know where to look. One of Amsterdam’s coolest neighborhoods at the moment, NDSM is a former warehouse area now home to many art studios, Amsterdam’s best flea market, De IJ-hallen, and beautiful murals. Pontplein is the arrival point for most ferries, and also the starting point for the relaxing bike routes through this region.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Amsterdam is a smaller capital than many people realize; despite its vast cultural offerings, it can be seen over a four-day trip, enough time to see favorite museums, get to know a few neighborhoods, and slow down to take in the quieter side of the city. With additional time, you can explore nearby attractions, such as Muiderslot Castle, that are under an hour away by train or bus, or the many destinations accessible as day trips from Amsterdam. Well connected with other cities like Brussels and Paris, Amsterdam is a convenient stop on a European tour.


Given its popularity, Amsterdam requires some upfront planning, especially during peak season (Apr.-Sept.). Affordable hotel rooms tend to go fast, and it’s often best to nab your ticket to that popular attraction first, then figure out the rest of your day around the available slot. This is especially true in April, when the tulips go into bloom and King’s Day is celebrated.


Amsterdam’s public transit, run by GVB, is fairly straightforward, with buses, trams, and a Metro line. Trams often have an information booth where you can ask questions after you get on. Getting around is even easier by bike, with separate bike lanes and bike lights, but biking in Amsterdam is not for the fainthearted. The hallmark defensive style of biking often scares off Dutchies from elsewhere in the Netherlands from picking up a bike. If you intend to stay near the historic city center, getting around on foot (and public transit when needed) should work well enough; you might even find you get to locations within the city center faster by walking than by transit. For farther neighborhoods, such as Amsterdam Noord, a bike is certainly an advantage, and you’ll find that biking outside the center is much more relaxed.


With great public transit, and the city center small enough that you can bike across it in under 40 minutes, you can be flexible on where you’re staying. Although many tourists opt for the historic city center, you’re likely to find cheaper accommodations in residential neighborhoods on the outskirts, such as Amsterdam Oost and West, where you’ll also find the best food. For many, it’s a bit of a relief to escape the crowded center at the end of the day.


Like the rest of the destinations of this book, Amsterdam’s often dreary and windy weather hopefully shouldn’t put too much of a damper on your plans if you dress appropriately. You may want to inquire if your hotel has air-conditioning if you’re visiting during the few hot, muggy weeks in the summer. December is a favorite time to visit to see the Amsterdam Light Festival.


Avoiding Crowds


Avoiding the crowds at popular attractions is certainly an art, and it’s not always possible, especially in peak season. Going to the museums early in the morning or about an hour before closing is the best strategy, along with touring on weekdays if you can. Due to the large numbers of tourists visiting Amsterdam, museums are starting to open more regularly throughout the week, but many smaller museums have limited hours, typically on Mondays and occasionally Tuesdays.



Reservations and Advance Bookings



Advance bookings are generally smiled upon in Amsterdam, from restaurants to museums. Although not mandatory, in order to get the best seat at many cafés, it’s generally recommended to make a reservation at least a few hours beforehand. After COVID-19, reservations have become even more normalized to limit crowds.


Reservations are important if you intend to visit popular museums such as the Van Gogh Museum, Rijksmuseum, and the Anne Frank House in peak season. Tickets should be reserved about two months ahead of your visit.


Sightseeing Passes


The main sightseeing pass in Amsterdam is the iAmsterdam City Card (www.iamsterdam.com; from 24-120 hours; €65-130), which is great for a short trip focused on museums. The pass includes entry to more than 70 museums and attractions along with public transit within Amsterdam, a canal cruise, and access to nearby attractions in Zaanse Schans, Haarlem, and Muiden. Most of the museums mentioned in this chapter are included with the iAmsterdam City Card, with the exclusion of the Anne Frank House.


The Museumkaart (www.museumkaart.nl; adults €64.90, children €32.45) used to be one of the best-value solutions for travelers visiting Amsterdam for a longer period, but under a recent change, visitors can only use the temporary pass five times within 30 days. It can still make some economic sense if you’ll be visiting more expensive museums, but it might be simpler to buy admission out of pocket. Visitors can buy the pass at one of the participating institutions (including the Rijksmuseum).


The newest sightseeing pass is the Holland Pass (https://hollandpass.com [URL inactive]; €45-80), a more flexible option for good planners. It includes credits that can be used to enter one more expensive attraction, such as Keukenhof outside the city or the Rijksmuseum, and one less expensive attraction. Check the cost of simply booking directly, which is sometimes cheaper, before buying the pass.
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Itinerary Ideas


DAY 1: MARKETS AND NEIGHBORHOODS


This itinerary is best on a Saturday. About two months before your trip, book your place at the extremely popular Anne Frank House so you can add it to this day, which includes exploring some of Amsterdam’s best street markets and shops. Be sure to take out some cash at an ATM for some of the market stands and shops, some of which may not take credit cards. It’s a good idea to make a reservation for your Indonesian feast at Tempo Doeloe as well.


1 Start by strolling down Haarlemmerstraat, a few blocks from the canals of Grachtengordel West, and enjoy the independent businesses that make up the core of this busy shopping street. Grab a coffee and a sweet treat for breakfast from Toki.


2 Shop the Noordermarkt, open Saturdays and Monday mornings, for souvenirs, food stuffs, and just for fun. There are plenty of lovely cafés surrounding these streets where you can people-watch.


3 Head to the Anne Frank House, a 10-minute walk south across the Prinsengracht canal, in the early afternoon—since you’ve booked ahead, you won’t have to wait in line!


4 Continue south for another 5 minutes to reach the 9 Streets, which are full of atmospheric independent shops, concept stores, and cozy coffee cafés that you won’t be able to resist popping into. Pause along Keizersgracht or Herengracht canals to enjoy the boats passing underneath the bridges, which are often decorated with flowers.


5 Walking another 10 minutes toward Amsterdam Centrum, on Nieuwezijds Voorburgwal street through a beautiful stone archway, you’ll spy a door that leads to one of the oldest courtyards in Amsterdam, the Begijnhof. Find a moment of calm in this quiet, hisotirc courtyard away from the hubub of the Red Light District.


6 After another 10-minute walk east through an unexpectly quiet part of De Wallen (otherwise known as the Red Light District), make a right to enter the bookseller’s corridor, Oudemanhuispoort.


7 Move south into Grachtengordel to unwind with a nice dinner at Tempo Doeloe, one of the best Indonesian restaurants in Amsterdam. It’s a 10-minute walk from Oudemanhuispoort.


8 Around sunset, stroll across Magere Brug and enjoy the view of the Amstel River with a nightcap (or a fresh mint tea) at Bar Lempicka.


DAY 2: MUSEUMS AND FOOD


1 Start off the day with a hearty breakfast in De Pijp at CT Coffee and Coconuts.


2 After a 5-minute walk north, take in the bustling stalls of Albert Cuypmarkt, and don’t be afraid to ruin your lunch with a fresh stroopwafel or a fresh herring from one of the stands.


3 It’s hard to pick one of Amsterdam’s great art museums, but the Rijksmuseum, home to paintings by the Dutch and Flemish masters, is hard to beat. It’s a 10-minute walk northwest of the market.


4 Once you’ve seen enough art, walk about 15 minutes west to clear your head with a wander through Amsterdam’s Vondelpark along the picturesque ponds. Before diving deep into the green space, grab lunch at Vondelpark3; sit on their terrace overlooking the park if the weather’s fine.


5 After 4pm is borrel time, when Dutchies gather for late-afternoon drinks, similar to happy hour. Try craft beer from Gebrouwen door Vrouwen Bar in Amsterdam West, Amsterdam’s first female-owned brewery, 10 minutes north of Vondelpark.


6 When you’ve worked up an appetite, another 10 minutes north is the Foodhallen, with endless food options and tapas-style meals.


7 Head back to your hotel and rest up for a few hours to prepare for a night out if you intend to experience the electronic music scene at Shelter Amsterdam, in Amsterdam Noord, which doesn’t get going until midnight. If electronic music or clubs aren’t your thing, head to your nearest brown bar for a taste of Amsterdam’s gezellig atmosphere.


DAY 3: AMSTERDAM LIKE A LOCAL


Start the morning by picking up your bike rental for the day to really see the city like an Amsterdammer.


1 After a hearty breakfast to prepare you for a full day of biking, head off on your bike toward the Western Islands, accessed by biking underneath the train tracks. Do a small circle to see Prinseneiland, Bickerseiland, and finally Realeneiland.


2 Next, bike 10 minutes southeast on the dedicated bike path along the IJ river to Amsterdam Central Train Station to catch the ferry across the river to Amsterdam Noord.


3 Cycle through the bucolic former villages of Amsterdam Noord, starting in Pontplein, and enjoy the quiet polder landscape.


4 After you’ve completed the loop, stop off at Oedipus Brewing for a hard-earned beer.


5 Head back on the ferry to Amsterdam Central Train Station. Cycle 20 minutes east of the station and down Czaar Peterstraat to browse the shops on this street, such as Pansy.


6 A few minutes farther south, stop for a beer at Amsterdam institution Brouwerij ’t IJ, in front of the picturesque De Gooyer windmill.


7 Another 5 minutes south by bike, head to a hearty Thai dinner at Boi Boi.


8 Return your bike before resting your weary legs either back at your hotel room or while sitting on a picturesque terrace along the Grachtengordel/Amstel, such as the one at Proeflokaal Arendsnest, where you can sample the local brews canal-side.


Sights


AMSTERDAM CENTRUM


Dam Square


Dam 1


Amsterdam’s most iconic square has long been at the heart of daily life in Amsterdam. The name originates from a dam that once separated the medieval town of Amsterdam from the waters of the Amstel River. The square itself is largely modern besides a few landmarks on the square’s western side, including the Royal Palace and the New Church (De Nieuwe Kerk; tel. 020 626 8168; www.nieuwekerk.nl; 10am-5pm daily; €10) with its neo-Gothic facade, now mostly known for its rotating exhibitions, including the annual World Press Photo competition.
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Dam Square is an iconic place, largely used for large-scale events such as National Tulip Day, when the entire square is filled with tulips. Though it doesn’t require too much of your time, it’s a good point of reference for navigating the city.


ROYAL PALACE AMSTERDAM


(Paleis Amsterdam)


Dam 1; tel. 020 522 6161; www.paleisamsterdam.nl; noon-5pm Fri., 10am-5pm Sat.-Sun.; adults €10, children free


It’s hard to miss the massive neoclassical 17th-century palace in Dam Square. Built during the Dutch Golden Age as Amsterdam’s town hall, its grandeur is muddled by the Netherlands’ complicated history. The exterior is adorned with a representation of a woman, symbolizing Amsterdam, holding her hands out to receive the products of the Dutch empire, which of course at that time depended on the labor of enslaved people. Within this building, the Society of Suriname, a partner in the slave trade, met to discuss commerce with the city. The building was converted into a palace by King Louis Bonaparte during the short-lived Batavian Republic (1795-1806), when the Netherlands was more or less a client state of the French Empire.


The Royal family does not live in the palace today, but it’s still used for official events. Technically at the disposal of the King and Queen, it is generally left open for the public to enjoy, with a free audio tour. Seventeen rooms are open to the public, including the impressive Citizens’ Hall, with marble floors inspired by world maps and star charts. For more information on the palace’s role in Dutch colonialism and slavery, go on the Black Heritage Tour (www.blackheritagetours.com/tours.html), which gives fuller history and context to the landmarks of Dam Square.




The Legacy of Dutch Colonialism


As you wander among the beautiful canal houses, grand churches, and museums of Amsterdam, it’s important to remember the role that slavery, and the Netherlands’ history as a colonial powerhouse, played in all that wealth. Many of the products that brought riches to the Dutch colonial empire, such as spices, sugar, coffee, and tobacco, were produced through the labor of enslaved people, notably in Suriname and Curaçao.


For centuries, the coasts of Holland were important hubs of European trade, which expanded to the Mediterranean, Brazil, the Dutch Gold Coast of Africa, and the Indian Ocean in the 16th century. In 1602, the Dutch East India Company (VOC, or Vereenigde Oostindische Compagnie in Dutch) was founded to capitalize on booming trade with India, mostly in silks and textiles. The equally important Dutch West India Company (GWC, or Geoctroyeerde Westindische Compagnie) followed soon after in 1621. These chartered companies eventually grew into huge trade conglomerates that played a huge role in Dutch history. It wasn’t until 1814 that slavery was banned in the Dutch colonies, and this change didn’t come until 1864 in Suriname and the Dutch Antilles. There are traces of this history all over Amsterdam if you know where to look.
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the former VOC Headquarters





• The VOC was once headquartered at Kloveniersburgwal 48 in De Wallen, which served as a warehouse, auction room, and administrative center. Though this building, part of the University of Amsterdam, is not open to the public, you can still stop by for a look and a solemn moment to think about the estimated 175,000 people who were directly traded by the VOC during the “Dutch Golden Age,” not including the enslaved people transported from Africa to the Americas by Dutch ships.


• The Dutch West India Company was headquartered at Herenmarkt 99, now a wine bar and café in Grachtengordel West. Decisions crucial to Dutch colonies and outposts in Brazil, New York, the Antilles, Ghana, Benin, Guyana, and Suriname were made here.


• Walking around Amsterdam, it’s hard to ignore the plaques often linked to products produced in the colonies, as well as depictions of Black servants—a good example is at Oudezijds Voorburgwal 136. Part of the global movement of goods that resulted from booming Dutch trade, Black people were moved to Amsterdam as well, where they served in a wide range of roles, from bookkeeping and household management to musicianship and horse grooms. Whether these Black people were truly servants, or enslaved and forced to perform this work, is a matter of historical debate. Having Black servants was considered a sign of prestige by Amsterdam’s wealthy.


In the 21st century, Amsterdam is finally starting to come to terms with the complication of its colonial legacy, beyond glorifying the wealth imperial trade brought to the city. The first National Slavery Monument (Nationaal Slavernijmonument, Oosterpark 9; tel. 020 214 9640; www.ninsee.nl; open 24/7; free) was finally erected in 2002 in Oosterpark. Surinamese sculptor Erwin de Vries created the sculpture in three parts, one that looks back on slavery’s dark history; the second breaking free from it through resistance, rebellion, and independence; and the last with an outstretched form representing the hope for a better future.






Red Light District



(De Wallen)


De Wallen is the neighborhood better known as the Red Light District, a 0.5-hectare (1.6-acre) area just east of Dam Square, between Rokin/Damrak streets and Kloveniersburgwal canal and running from Amsterdam Centraal in the north to Rokin canal in the south. This neighborhood of canals and skinny streets is best known today for its windows with sex workers, but it is also one of the oldest neighborhoods of Amsterdam.


In the 13th century, a dam was built where Dam Square stands today to block the Amstel River. The area was named for the walled canals intended to protect a growing city from flooding, a significant issue in Dutch history. With many attractions steeped in history, many visitors end up spending a significant time in the area even if they opt to avoid the Old Church, where most of the alleyways are filled with windows.


THE OLD CHURCH


(De Oude Kerk)


Oudekerksplein 23; tel. 020 625 8284; https://oudekerk.nl; 1pm-5pm Sat.-Wed., 1pm-5pm and 6pm-8pm Thurs.-Fri.; adults €15, students €5, children under 13 free


First erected in 1213, the Oude Kerk is one of Amsterdam’s most iconic buildings, known for its location surrounded by the windows of De Wallen. Over the centuries, the church has been renovated, lengthened, and even converted from Catholic to Calvinist. Although some of the older altarpieces have been lost to time, there are still original paintings on the ceilings. The church is home to the graves of many notable stakeholders in the Dutch East India Company (VOC) and Dutch West India Company (GWC), as well as the grave of Jacob Matroos Beeldsnijder, a free Black man.



S ONS’ LIEVE HEER OP SOLDER



Oudezijds Voorburgwal 38; tel. 020 624 6604; www.opsolder.nl; adults €12.50, children €6, free with iAmsterdam card; 10am-6pm Mon.-Sat.


One of Amsterdam’s best museums, and best-kept secrets, certainly has to be Ons’ Lieve Heer op Solder (Our Lord in the Attic). This museum in the heart of the Red Light District made of three stunning Amsterdam canal houses, and its namesake, secret, two-story church hidden inside, can be easily missed. Ons’ Lieve Heer Op Solder is a museum on the history of Amsterdam that beautifully summarizes the Dutch Golden Age (1581-1672). These houses are a perfectly preserved time capsule of life at the time, which makes it friendly to both children and adults.


Within the walls of the museum, you’ll understand how people lived during this important period of Dutch hsitory, enjoy scenic canal views from the top stories, and learn about the darker side to the Protestant Reformation, when religious freedom was limited, so much so that Catholics had to attend mass in secret—hence the Our Lord in the Attic Church hidden within. The houses contain original architectural elements rarely seen today, such as an original 17th-century staircase. Don’t miss the video in the kitchen for the amusing story of the ornate plates on display, or the chance to learn about the Miracle of Amsterdam (a fascinating tale of fire, miracles, and faith) in the modern building where you end your free audio tour.


The many narrow stairs make the museum inaccessible to visitors with disabilities; however, if you can manage it, it’s certainly worth the steep climbs (that occasionally require a rope!) to get an intimate view of the history of Amsterdam.


Oudemanhuispoort


Oudemanhuispoort; 11:30am-5pm daily; free


After you walk through the small yet ornate gate of the Oudemanhuispoort, named for the elderly men’s home that once stood here, you’ll find yourself in a covered passage surrounded by stacks of secondhand books. Books have been sold in this passage since the 1750s; prior to the Holocaust, the booksellers were mostly Jewish.




Red Light District Etiquette


Sex work has long been an important industry in the Red Light District, or De Wallen, so much so that married men were prohibited from entering the neighborhood during the medieval period. Under Napoleon, prostitution became legalized under the condition that sex workers had their health checked regularly. Today, sex work is legal in the Netherlands, and although there are other parts of Amsterdam with windows for sex workers, the narrow alleyways of De Wallen, including the narrowest street in Amsterdam, Trompettersteeg, have become quite famous throughout the world. But as a visitor, you have a responsibility to be respectful when visiting De Wallen.
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Red Light District windows





TIPS FOR VISITING


• Put away your phone and camera. Beyond the fact that pickpockets often look for easy targets on the crowded streets, taking photos of the sex workers puts their identities at risk, as not all of their families know about their work.


• Abstain from knocking or gawking if you happen to pass a window; please respect that sex workers are people, too.


• Avoid yelling and keep your voice down. De Wallen is still a residential neighborhood, and residents have been very frustrated with the noise level that prevents them from sleeping at night.


For more information about De Wallen, check out the Prostitution Information Center (Enge Kerksteeg 3; https://pic-amsterdam.com; 2:30pm-5:30pm Wed.-Sat.), an educational center opened by sex workers to give visitors a different perspective on sex work.


DE WALLEN AND COVID-19


In this complicated neighborhood, the COVID-19 has allowed Amsterdam to hit pause on overtourism and think about ways to create a more sustainable future. One notable change is banning tours of the Red Light District, to stop normalizing looking at sex workers as entertainment. Similarly, drinking in public spaces is banned and a fine is given out for any alcohol containers. Amsterdam is further clamping down on new businesses that cater to tourists and banning holiday apartments within De Wallen.





Today, you can certainly find a steal if you’re willing to dig through the piles of books in English, Dutch, and German. It’s also a great spot to find bookish souvenirs, sheet music, and postcards. Bring cash; not all sellers accept cards.


Jewish Cultural Quarter


Nieuwe Amstelstraat 1; https://jck.nl; adults €17, youth 13-17 €13.50, children 6-12 €4.25


East of De Wallen, a number of museums dedicated to Judaism and Jewish history have joined forces as the Jewish Cultural Quarter, in order to educate visitors about the history of Dutch Jews as well as the Holocaust in the Netherlands. Although Anne Frank’s story is famous, it’s a lesser-known fact that, among Western European countries, the Netherlands lost the highest percentage of its Jewish population during the Holocaust. These museums pay testament to the rich history of the Netherlands’ Jewish community and the painful history of the Holocaust through objects, stories, and architecture. One ticket gets you into all the museums, which are housed in different buildings in the historic Jewish quarter.



NATIONAL HOLOCAUST MUSEUM AND HOLLANDSCHE SCHOUWBURG MONUMENT



Plantage Middenlaan 27; tel. 020 531 0380; https://jck.nl/nhm; 11am-5pm daily


The National Holocaust Museum is currently being renovated, together with the Hollandsche Schouwburg monument to the Holocaust, until 2022. This museum will tell the stories of those who died during the Holocaust—and those who survived to educate the next generation. The building was once a teaching college where the Dutch resistance would smuggle Jewish children to safety.


The Hollandsche Schouwburg is the National Holocaust Memorial and the only free museum in the Jewish Cultural Quarter. The facade of this grand building has been preserved, while the interior is an open courtyard where a theater once stood, used as a collection point for Dutch Jews in World War II prior to deportation. Today, the courtyard is a remembrance of those who perished in the Holocaust.


PORTUGUESE SYNAGOGUE


Mr. Visserplein 3; tel. 020 624 5351; www.esnoga.com; 10am-4pm/5pm Sun.-Thurs., 10am-2pm Fri. Nov.-Feb., 10am-4pm/5pm Sun.-Fri. Feb.-Oct.


This beautiful Sephardic synagogue, completed in 1675, is still active and regularly hosts evening services and concerts within its original wooden interior. Amsterdam once held one of the largest Jewish populations in Western Europe due to the Spanish Inquisition. Many Jews fleeing Spain were attracted by the Dutch tolerance, which resulted in a large number of Portuguese Jews immigrating to Amsterdam to escape persecution. The interior, lit by 1,000 candles, is full of beautiful silver religious objects and brass chandeliers. If you’re a bibliophile, make a special appointment to see the Ets Haim library, the oldest functioning Jewish library in the world, a UNESCO World Heritage Site.


JEWISH HISTORICAL MUSEUM


Nieuwe Amstelstraat 1; tel. 020 531 0310; https://jck.nl/nl/locatie/joods-historisch-museum; 11am-5pm daily


Housed within several historic Ashkenazi synagogues, this museum focuses on Jewish culture, history, and art.


Rembrandt House Museum


Jodenbreestraat 4; tel. 020 520 0400; www.rembrandthuis.nl; 10am-6pm daily; €14


Dedicated to the life of Rembrandt van Rijn, the Dutch master who was born in Leiden and lived for 19 years in Amsterdam, this house, which dates back to 1607, is a reconstruction of what his studio and home might have been like. Rembrandt is known for his self-portraits as well as his sketches, which are on display here, but you’ll need to go to other museums, such as the Rijksmuseum, to see his more famous works.


Begijnhof


Nieuwezijds Voorburgwal 373; tel. 020 622 1918; https://begijnhofkapelamsterdam.nl; 9am-5pm daily; free


Blink and you’ll miss this ornate doorway that feels like something out of Alice in Wonderland: one moment, you’re surrounded by people in the middle of Amsterdam, and the next, you’re in a serene, historic oasis. The Begijnhof is one of the best-preserved courtyards in Amsterdam, dating back to the Middle Ages, home to the oldest wooden house in the city. It’s not fully known when the Begijnhof in Amsterdam was first constructed, but it was certainly before 1346.
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Begijnhof





The name of the Begijnhof originates from its former residents, the Beguines, a group of Christians who wished to live a simple life dedicated to prayer and charity. Many of the women chose to live in communities surrounded by other Beguine women. Unlike a nunnery, Beguines had no set leadership, instead operating as a collective. The last Beguine died in Amsterdam in 1971.


Today, the Begijnhof is composed of 47 townhouses, with facades mostly from the 17th and 18th centuries. Though most of the townhouses are private residence, the courtyard is accessible to tourists, except for areas beyond gates that are designated for residences only. The courtyard also includes a hidden church, the Begijnhof Chapel, which is open to visitors. Please be respectful of the residents of the courtyard by being quiet, and avoid walking on the lawn.


Amsterdam Museum


Nieuwezijds Voorburgwal 359; tel. 020 523 1791; www.amsterdammuseum.nl; 10am-5pm daily; adults €15, children free


Set in a former convent turned orphanage, this museum tells the story of Amsterdam’s founding through paintings, artifacts, and interactive items. Notably, it includes a replica of one of the first gay bars in the Netherlands, opened in 1927.


GRACHTENGORDEL AND PLANTAGE


Westerkerk


Prinsengracht 279; tel. 020 624 7766; www.westerkerk.nl; 10am-3pm Mon.-Fri.; free


As you stroll down the leafy Prinsengracht canal, the westernmost of Grachtengordel West’s canals, you’re likely to notice the soaring tower of the Westerkerk church. The largest Protestant church in the Netherlands, it’s also one of the most impressive, with its many graves dedicated to famous Dutchmen and Dutchwomen (including Rembrandt, buried here in an unmarked grave).
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1: Dam Square 2: Anne Frank House 3: De Jordaan street 4: Westerkerk





Though Dutch Protestant churches tend to be more sparsely decorated than their Catholic counterparts, this church boasts white walls, golden chandeliers, and a large organ. Westerkerk’s organ is certainly a highlight; you can catch concerts on Fridays at 1pm. Anne Frank famously described the sound of the 51 carillon bells, which you’ll hear every 15 minutes, in her diary. (The carillon master plays a concert every Tuesday at noon.)


The Westerkerk Tower (Westertoren; 9am-8:30pm Mon.-Sat. Apr.-Sept., 9am-6pm Mon.-Sat. Oct.; €9) offers stunning views of Amsterdam from 280 feet up, at the top of 186 steps. The church offers guided tours every 30 minutes to adults and children over 6 most days of the week. The last tour is typically an hour before closing, so arrive on time if you wish to enjoy the sunset from above.




Black Communities in Amsterdam, Past and Present


As a result of its former colonies, Black people have resided in the Netherlands since at least the 17th century, and today the country has a relatively large minority population, many of whom identify as Black. Although the role that Black people played in European history is frequently skipped over, there are traces of Black history all throughout Amsterdam if you know where to look.


FREE BLACK COMMUNITIES IN THE 17TH CENTURY


In the 17th century, there was a sizable Black community in the area surrounding Jodenbreestraat, now the old Jewish Quarter. The Black community here was made up of free sailors, soldiers, and servants, and records show that their origins spanned from other European countries to Africa to the West Indies. The Netherlands at the time had a very contradictory policy of banning slavery strictly within the Netherlands’ land borders while turning a blind eye to it otherwise, which allowed an international Black community in Amsterdam to exist here and within the surrounding streets. This community was depicted by Rembrandt and the other Dutch masters in notable paintings, many of which can be seen in museums throughout the Netherlands.


SURINAMESE CULTURE


An important part of the Netherlands’ multicultural society is its sizable Surinamese population, some of whom identify as Black. The bulk of Surinamese immigrants came after Surinamese independence in 1975; the following year, 40,000 people immigrated to the Netherlands from Suriname. Suriname’s independence brought economic difficulty to a country so historically dependent on the Netherlands, forcing many Surinamese to make a choice between staying in their homeland and the promise of prosperity in bustling cities like Amsterdam. Surinamese people could only keep their Dutch nationality if they emigrated to the Netherlands within five years of independence.
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Suriname exhibit in Nieuwe Kerk





Ketikoti (meaning “the chain is cut”; July 1) is a great day to learn more about Surinamese history, celebrating the day that slavery in Suriname was abolished in 1863. At first slavery was only abolished by name; enslaved people truly received their freedom after another 10 years of forced labor. Despite not yet being named a national holiday, Ketikoti has become an important day, full of festivals and cultural performances. Another way to get to know Surinamese culture in Amsterdam is trying Surinamese food, especially in restaurants owned by Black entrepreneurs.


LEARN MORE


Projects like Mapping Slavery (https://mappingslavery.nl) are striving to rediscover the often-forgotten history of Amsterdam. To learn more, you can also join a highly recommended tour operated by Black Heritage Tours (www.blackheritagetours.com).







A Cat Lover’s Guide to Amsterdam


The oft-sinking foundations of Amsterdam’s buildings make them ripe for rodent issues. Many homeowners and shop owners opt to adopt a cat in order to keep the mice at bay—and many owners also let their cats roam outside during the day. Don’t be alarmed if a friendly black cat crosses your path, or if you spot a sleeping at cat at the local bar or coffeeshop. But if you still want more cats in your life, a few feline-centric sites won’t disappoint.
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