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Introduction


Liquid City: Amsterdam and the Delta


ABOUT A YEAR after I arrived in the Netherlands, it began to snow. Not the drizzly slush which usually falls in western Europe these days, but proper snow of the kind which I hadn’t seen since I was a child; big flakes which settled wherever they landed, carpeting the streets of Rotterdam like foam on the surface of a bath. Within a few hours, the streets around my home were coated with a thick layer of white powder and the canals had frozen solid. The trams stopped running and most of the shops were closed. The Dutch, it seemed, had returned to the Ice Age.


I’d moved to the Netherlands in 2010, through a strange combination of whim and good fortune. A flight which was carrying me from Peru to London had been diverted due to bad weather, and I ended up moving in with the young Dutch lady who’d offered me a place to stay for the night. Within a few months of my unexpected arrival, I’d become surprisingly well integrated: I had a Dutch job, house and girlfriend, and was beginning to speak the language pretty well. However, the change of weather thrust me abruptly back into the role of stranger in a strange land. The Netherlands which I’d been getting to know looked suddenly unfamiliar again, and I felt strangely unsure of how to behave. In England, I knew the protocol: any hint of snow and I’d call in sick to work, grab a toboggan or snowboard and head for the hills. But what did one do in a snowy place where downhill sports are out of the question, because the highest hills are barely tall enough for a dog to hide behind? The answer, according to my Dutch girlfriend, was obvious: ‘Get some ice skates!’


At first, it seemed like a ridiculous idea. I hadn’t skated in years, and in my native Britain ice skating was a minority pursuit anyway – something done only by teenagers on awkward first dates, or by couples in sequinned leotards competing for trophies. In the Netherlands, though, the opposite was true: ice skating was apparently almost as popular as drinking coffee and eating cheese. Almost every Dutch person I spoke to had a pair of ice skates stashed somewhere, even if they didn’t get to use them very often, and skating champions were revered in the way star footballers or Olympic sprinters might be in other countries. During rare cold spells, the news would be dominated by endless speculation about the chances of holding an Elfstedentocht (Eleven Cities Tour) following the frozen canals for more than a hundred miles through the north of the Netherlands. In my first year in the Netherlands, I’d worked hard to understand and assimilate with the society I’d joined; drinking tiny little glasses of beer, talking unnecessarily loudly and eating sandwiches for breakfast. Now, taking up ice skating seemed like a logical next step towards integration.


And so I succumbed to peer pressure, and trekked across a white-jacketed city to a rundown little sports shop somewhere down by the river Maas. Inside, an old man with a Joe Stalin moustache quickly convinced me to spend a week’s salary on some top-of-the-range skates; enormous boaty things which looked like plastic ski boots with stiletto blades welded underneath, ready to slice open anyone who dared to make fun of them. I carried my new toys home under my jacket, hid them under the bed and asked my girlfriend (now my wife) not to tell anyone I had them.


The next day, I walked to the end of my road, sat on the edge of a small river and nervously strapped myself in. The streets were quiet, muffled by the thick carpet of snow, and no one else was around. The ice on the river seemed very thick – about four inches, as far as I could tell – and I lowered myself gingerly onto it. After a few wobbly minutes, I was off, making thin black tracks through the white candy floss coating the top of the canal.


I’d never really paid much attention to the small river which passed close to my house – the Rotte, for which the city of Rotterdam is named – but now realised it actually stretched for miles, heading way out into the countryside and connecting with other channels big and small. Scooting low under a railway bridge, I headed north out of the city, past ancient windmills and boats straightjacketed by ice. After two hours of skating, I still hadn’t run out of road. I stopped and bought a glass of strong, syrupy glühwein and drank it sitting on the ice for a while, before skating on towards the horizon.


Strange as it may sound, that day on the ice was the first time I’d ever thought of Dutch rivers as things which actually led somewhere. In other countries, I’d often used rivers as a way of getting from one place to another: in nearly a decade of indolent backpacking, I’d sailed along the Nile from Aswan to Cairo, rafted the Ganges, Trisuli and Pacuare, and ridden ferries along the Zambezi, Yangtze and Mekong. In the Netherlands, however, it was easy to think of rivers as mere background noise rather than significant features of the landscape. Centuries after the Dutch began their great project to reclaim land from the sea, the country was still covered with an extraordinary amount of water, with countless canals, streams, drainage ditches and artificial lakes criss-crossing the country. Walking and cycling along and over them every day, I’d grown used to ignoring them, never thinking about what they actually were: blue highways leading to other places.


Within a few days of my skating trip, all the ice had melted. But I was captivated by what I’d seen: an alternate map of my adopted home country in which rivers, rather than roads or railways, were the main arteries connecting communities. I wondered, if I kept following the rivers, how far could I go?


One day in the Rotterdam library, I looked at a few maps of the region, and found the answer: quite far. The Rotte river on which I’d skated was actually a minor tributary of the Maas, which itself formed much of the lower reaches of the river Rhine. This meant I could, in theory, skate, run, swim or cycle along the river not just as far as a glühwein stop a few hours from home, but all the way across the Netherlands, into Germany and beyond – all the way, in fact, to the top of the Swiss Alps, half a continent away.


A few years previously, I’d lived for a while not far from the Nile in Uganda, and had become briefly fascinated with tales of Victorian explorers who set out to find the mythical source of the river, trekking for months through unexplored wildernesses. Obviously, exploring the Rhine wasn’t quite in the same league, but following it all the way to its source had a pleasing purity of purpose. To live entwined with one of the world’s most famous rivers yet never see its source seemed like living next to a great cathedral but never going inside; or dwelling at the foot of a mighty mountain but never seeing its summit.


I already fancied I knew the Rhine region well. Writing a previous book about the Netherlands, I’d explored one small stretch of the river in detail, travelling by boat and train from a ridiculous reconstruction of Noah’s Ark in Dordrecht to the great flood defences near the North Sea. Further afield, I also knew much of the German Rhine well, having visited cities like Bonn, Düsseldorf and Cologne perhaps every other month for several years, for both work and pleasure. As a student and underpaid political aide, I’d spent a couple of happy summers exploring Alsace and the southern Rhineland, and later, as overpaid speechwriter and lobbyist, new to the Netherlands and missing the mountains, had flown numerous times for weekends in the Swiss Alps, Austria and Liechtenstein. However, there were still many stretches of the river which I’d never seen, and I knew less than I’d like to about the region’s history and culture. A journey up and down the river seemed like an irresistible opportunity to explore further and learn more. I began studying maps and guidebooks, and planning to travel the whole way along the river by bike, boat, train and foot. I bought maps, found apartments to rent in various Rhine cities, and braced myself for long days on the road and long nights in the bar. When the summer came, I thought, I’d set out along the river, following it from the Netherlands all the way to its mountain source.


Rowing, like making your own pasta or pretending not to have a hangover, was harder than it looked. The first few strokes went well enough, but as my borrowed rowing boat picked up speed, I quickly found myself slaloming from side to side across the river like an out-of-control skier. No matter how hard I tried, it was impossible to get both oars to push neatly through the water at the same time without sending great tidal waves of spray towards nervous pedestrians on the riverbank.


I’d worked in Amsterdam on and off for years, and knew the city well, but thought taking to the water might offer new perspective. I was right: from water level on the river Amstel, things looked very different than they did from the street. The normally hectic city was quiet, and the small Dutch houses, which lined the water, loomed high overhead, like skinny mountains with red-tiled peaks. I rowed clumsily northwards, splashing and cursing my way towards the steeples of Amsterdam’s old city centre. One oar clunked clumsily against a stone wall as another skimmed uselessly across the surface, and I looked enviously at a green-headed duck as he paddled effortlessly by. Luckily the weather was, by Dutch standards, spectacular, which is to say, neither windy nor rainy, and only a little grey.


There were few boats moving on the river, but I passed dozens of houseboats, each moored to the riverbank, with its own little bridge and pot plants on the roof. Some were beautiful old Dutch barges – thick bananas of black-painted steel sitting proudly above the waterline – but most were more ordinary: one-storey wooden cubes, like floating garden sheds. The architecture was mundane but the locations were spectacular, and this was reflected in the prices: a typical Amsterdam houseboat could cost far more than a similarly sized apartment. Slipping slowly under a bridge, I was swiftly overtaken by a Dutchman of about my age in a kayak, gliding effortlessly home from the supermarket with a cargo of grocery bags. I fumbled with my oars and waved a greeting, and he gave me a wry nod as if to say ‘you clearly don’t belong here’.


As always, I was amazed by how much life there was on the water. A dozen young people cruised by in a motor dinghy, happily flirting with one another and drinking little plastic cups of orange Aperol. Then came an old man in a motorboat with a black dog asleep in the bow, hollering at the youngsters as he passed: ‘Watch out! There’s a police speed check around the corner!’


Some fishermen on the bank were inflating a small boat, and I remembered the day, a few months previously, when I’d encountered a fellow youngish Englishman on a bridge near here, busily inflating the plastic children’s dinghy which he’d just bought at a nearby supermarket. Once the boat was inflated, he loaded it with a dozen cans of Heineken and wriggled in, his legs hanging precariously over the sides like a giraffe in a bathtub. I asked tentatively what he was doing, and he shouted over his shoulder as he drifted away between the big barges, while cracking open a beer: ‘Having a proper cruise, innit!’


In many ways, Amsterdam was an absurd place for me to begin my exploration of the Rhine. As several people had pointed out, the location generally considered the mouth of the Rhine lay not in Amsterdam but some fifty miles to the south-west, on the North Sea coast at Hoek van Holland. However, my choice of starting point wasn’t entirely as ridiculous as it appeared.


While some rivers follow a direct course from A to B, the Rhine is a little more complex. From its source at Lake Toma, high in the Swiss Alps, this river flows down through a small piece of Switzerland into the micro-nation of Liechtenstein, before continuing briefly northwards through Austria and into the pearl-like Lake Constance.1 Leaving Constance, the Rhine then heads west into Switzerland again, before abruptly turning north at Basle, serving as the Franco-German border for a while, and then heading lustily northwards through the left flank of Germany. That might already seem complicated enough, but after crossing the border into the freewheeling Netherlands, the Rhine becomes even more anarchic, fracturing into a vast cobweb of smaller channels, some man-made and some natural, with names which could make an English speaker swallow their tongue: the IJssel, Nederrijn, Benede Merwede and Dortse Kil. The only river actually called the Rijn in the Netherlands is a small stream which trundles through the centre of the country, while the Dutch river which carries most of the Rhine’s cargoes to the sea is called the Maas, and the vast delta of the southern Netherlands is known as the Rhine–Maas–Scheldt delta.


For a novice hydrographer, it was all quite confusing, but it’s sufficient to say that the Rhine delta covers much of the south-western Netherlands, and waters originating in the German Rhine are found all over the place. The Dutch map is littered with names inspired by the river and its tributaries – Rijnsaterwoude, Rijnsburg, Rijndijk, Alphen aan den Rijn, Nieuwerbrug aan den Rijn – and the country’s most famous painter (born in the city of Leiden) is Rembrandt van Rijn. Amsterdam, Vlissingen and Deventer all lie in different corners of the Netherlands, but drop a rubber duck in Cologne and it could well end up bobbing through any of them. From above, the Dutch Rhine looks less like a road leading neatly from A to B, and more like a glass of beer spilled in an Amsterdam bar, messily spreading its way across the floorboards towards the doorway.


For me personally, the main result of this confusing geography was it made my route-planning difficult. Who could say where the Rhine really ended and where my journey should begin? After much studying of maps, I ended up choosing a route which seemed both geographically reasonable and fun: a quick pootle around Amsterdam, before heading briefly southwards along bits of the tiny Oude Rijn through North and South Holland to the wide river mouth at Hoek van Holland. From there, I could travel more slowly along the Nieuwe Maas, Lek and Nederrijn to the Dutch–German border, and then along the Rhine proper through Germany, France, Switzerland, Austria and Lichtenstein all the way to the source.2 Amsterdam wasn’t known as a major Rhine city, but it was nourished indirectly by the waters of the Rhine, kept supplied with tourists by countless Rhine cruise ships, and linked to the river by a long canal. In that context, it seemed as good a place as any to start.


A second reason for starting in Amsterdam was that the city, perhaps more than anywhere else in the Netherlands, epitomised the way in which rivers like the Rhine shaped the lifestyles of the people living alongside them. Amsterdam is thought to have arisen as a small fishing village in the thirteenth century, based around a pair of dikes on either side of the river Amstel, which were eventually linked together by a bridging dam – the Amstel-dam. It was at first a pretty sleepy place, but that began to change rapidly in the mid 1600s, when a blockade of Antwerp lead to much trade being diverted to Amsterdam and sent Protestant refugees flooding northwards in search of new freedoms and opportunities. In half a century the population of the city roughly tripled. By the late sixteenth century, Dutch explorers and traders were fanning out across the globe in search of new territory and riches. The Verenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie (Dutch East India Company, or VOC) was formally established in 1602, and quickly bloomed into a world-spanning colossus – a seventeenth-century version of Shell or General Motors. The Dutch became what the author Daniel Defoe described as ‘the carryers of the world’, running trading posts everywhere from present-day Indonesia to Taiwan, Japan, Brazil, South Africa and North America. The Dutch founded New York City, naming Brooklyn and Harlem after small towns in their homeland; bumped into Australia; and discovered New Zealand, naming the latter after the southern Dutch province of Zeeland. At home, they also embarked on a wildly ambitious project to physically rebuild their country; pumping lakes dry and reclaiming swathes of the boggy Rhine–Maas delta. For most of the seventeenth century, the Dutch were trapped in a blissful virtuous cycle. Foreign trade generated rich profits which could be invested in new boats and expeditions, and land reclamation unlocked new land which earned money to invest in more reclamation. The Dutch guilder was – like the dollar or bitcoin – accepted as currency all around the world.


In Amsterdam, the wealth of this ‘Golden Age’ transformed the city. It grew quickly from a relative backwater into one of the biggest metropolises in Europe, a bustling, cosmopolitan place where dozens of languages were spoken and riverside wharves were packed with exotic spices, fabrics and foods. Around the original Amstel-dam on Dam Square, concentric canals were dug and equipped with complex series of locks and sluices which meant they could regularly be flushed clean, with fresh water flowing from one side of the city to another. The most prominent water features were given grandiose, aspirational names: the Herengracht (Gentleman’s Canal), Prinsengracht (Prince’s Canal) and Keizersgracht (Emperor’s Canal). Newly wealthy merchants built canalside houses which were modest in size but majestic in style, as narrow and deep as books on a shelf. Foreign visitors were astonished by what they saw in the Venice of the North: artists, innovators and poets; soaring churches; neat bridges and above all canals.


As in any country, it was almost impossible to untangle all the influences which had shaped the Netherlands’ culture, but it was fair to say that almost everything which an outsider might think of as quintessentially ‘Dutch’ could be traced directly back to the influence of rivers like the Rhine. Windmills were made to pump boggy areas dry, and dikes built to hold the water back. The flat green fields reclaimed from the water provided food for dairy cows, who produced gallons of milk. Cheese was made from the milk, and tulips grown in the fields. Streets were paved with bricks so they wouldn’t crack when the reclaimed ground subsided. The Dutch themselves used bicycles to ride along the flat sides of canals and the tops of dikes, wore clogs to protect against the silty mud, and grew tall from all the milk and cheese. Perhaps most importantly, the waterways which criss-crossed the country were the major source of its prosperity; the golden ticket which made a rain-soaked corner of Europe a cultural and economic superpower. Water, once the greatest enemy of the Dutch, ended up making them rich and Amsterdam one of most picturesque and profitable cities in the world.


Abandoning the unwieldy rowing boat, I continued northwards on foot, following the Amstel and then turning west along the Herengracht canal. The outer fringes of Amsterdam were a confusing sprawl, but as a pedestrian, the old centre was still delightfully easy to navigate, with the four major canals circling Dam Square like rings on a dartboard. I arrived in the area known as the Negen Straatjes (Nine Little Streets); a delightful warren of seventeenth-century townhouses, cafés and boutiques. I hadn’t walked through this part of Amsterdam for more than a year, and thought I could detect a change. The city had long been famous as a place of refuge and recreation, but in recent years had risked getting a bit rough around the edges, with a few too many visitors coming to do fun things which were illegal back home. In response, the city authorities had begun closing brothels, increasing tourist taxes and tightening drug laws. Inevitably, the changes were hotly debated, and the authorities struggled to strike the right balance. Too much tolerance of excess and Amsterdam might become thuggish and seedy, but too little and it risked becoming an insipid Potemkin village where loved-up couples loved to wander but it was hard for Dutch people to actually live or work.


It may have been my imagination, but the result seemed a modest improvement: Amsterdam’s streets were a little cleaner than they had been in the past, and the atmosphere a little calmer. There was still an amazing number of tourists, but the old city was wonderful: brick-lined canals, ancient townhouses, and thousands of bicycles weaving along the narrow streets like fish in a stream. In the usual Amsterdam way, many people were sitting outside their houses on their own front steps, sharing bottles of wine and eating little cubes of cheese as the world bustled by just a few feet away. At midday on a rather grey Tuesday, the whole city had the bohemian air of a park on a sunny Sunday, and the locals looked like ‘after’ pictures in an advert for a fitness regime. I stopped to take photo of a bridge just as a girl of about six announced loudly to her mother, in Dutch: ‘Oh what a beautiful bridge! I think it’s very, very, very old. Like from the 1960s!’


Near the Westerkerk (Western Church), I found a nice café and sat outside on the cobbles drinking herbal tea, which tasted like canal water. My spoken Dutch was decent but patchy, but when the waitress realised I was English she complimented me on it lavishly. Not for the first time, I was glad to have been born in a country where language skills were in short supply. For a Dutch person to be considered ‘fluent’ in English, they had to be able to recite Shakespearian sonnets by heart, but for Englishman to be ‘fluent’ in Dutch, they merely had to order a drink.


My tea finished, I kept walking east from the Westerkerk towards De Wallen, through deep canyons formed by black-painted ancient houses. Like all the best cities, Amsterdam felt more like a village than a great metropolis. In the space of thirty minutes, I’d walked halfway across it and seen three people I knew; acquaintances who were all bemused to learn where I planned to go next. ‘Following the rivers to the Alps?’ one of them said. ‘Why do you want to do that? Can’t you just take the train?’


My acquaintance’s low opinion of the Rhine wasn’t unusual. In years gone by, few would have doubted the importance of such a great river. When roads were bad, rivers offered an easy way to transport goods and people. When populations were growing, rivers offered food to keep them fed. When great factories were growing, rivers provided water for power and cooling. And when wars were common, rivers provided natural moats to keep invaders out and ways of moving soldiers to wherever their deadly skills were needed. Well into the twentieth century, many Europeans would have seen a river near their home as being like oxygen or Wi-Fi; something it was impossible to live without.


In the twenty-first century, though, rivers have rather fallen from favour. In an era when tulips can be flown from Kenya to Amsterdam overnight, peace treaties negotiated by tele-conference, wars fought by drone, and products printed using blueprints downloaded from China, the idea that the slow, steady flow of water and ships might help shape nations has come to seem rather quaint. In Europe, rivers have become mild curiosities rather than major national assets; nice places to walk a dog or relax with a coffee, but considerably less important than oxygen or Wi-Fi.


Of course, this isn’t to say the world is completely disinterested in rivers. Politicians and diplomats still lose sleep over the control of the Tigris and Euphrates, and fret over proposals to control the Nile, divert the Mekong or dam the Congo. But the Rhine never quite gets the attention it deserves. Magisterial histories of Europe barely mention it, and Europeans shrug when it’s discussed. Younger Dutch people, in particular, often seem oddly prejudiced against the Rhine region, dismissing its cities as boring even as they flock to nearby rivals such as Paris and Berlin. In the twenty-first century, the Rhine has become like Buddhism or the bond market: something which everyone has heard of, but few people really know much about.


In an age of hyperbole, the Rhine also suffers from comparison with behemoths like the Amazon or Congo. Viewed through another lens, however, it’s easy to argue that it is one of the greatest of them all; one of the major axes around which world history turns. Winding its way some 800 miles through Europe, it’s the second-longest river in central and western Europe, behind only the Danube. Altogether, around 50 million people live in its watershed, nearly as many as live in Italy. It has also inspired some of history’s most famous writers, poets, artists, diplomats and statesmen, often serving as a fulcrum of European war and history. ‘The Rhine,’ as Victor Hugo wrote, ‘is unique; it combines the qualities of every river … Mysterious, like the Nile; spangled with gold, like an American river; and, like a river of Asia, abounding with phantoms and fables.’


To a certain extent, all rivers serve a dual purpose: along their length they unite, but across their breadth they divide. The Rhine is no exception. Along its length, it forms a key artery of Europe’s trade system; one of the major outlets through which Dutch, German, French and Swiss industries ship their products to the world. The port at Rotterdam is by far the busiest in Europe, handling well over a million tons of cargo a day; more than twice as much as its nearest rival. It’s perhaps not a coincidence that several countries which the Rhine traverses – the Netherlands, Switzerland, Liechtenstein, Germany – are among the richest in the world. Together, Germany and the Netherlands, the last two countries through which the Rhine flows, export more than the United States and Mexico combined.


Yet viewed across its width, the same river has also been a source of division. Under the Romans, the Rhine served as the edge of empire; the point at which they effectively gave up their expansionist plans and reconciled themselves to glaring across the water at the savages beyond. Over subsequent centuries the river was fought over countless times, including during two world wars – conflicts sparked in part by a desire to control the Rhineland, and fuelled by coal and steel from the river’s middle reaches. Today, the Rhine is at peace but still forms, in various places, the border between France and Germany, Germany and Switzerland, Switzerland and Liechtenstein, and Austria and Switzerland; a reminder that modern frontiers can still be tangible things rather than just faint lines on electronic maps.


Without the Rhine, Europe would be a very different place. Germany would be far poorer, the Netherlands would be a soggy backwater, Switzerland would be even more isolated, and the North Sea would be far emptier of trade. Without the river, there might have been no world wars, and no European Union. The French might be speaking German, or the Germans speaking French. The cars which plutocrats drive might be Japanese rather than German, and the paintings which visitors to Amsterdam marvel at might be Italian rather than Dutch. As Halford John Mackinder wrote in 1908: ‘The Rhine is unique among the rivers of Europe in its influence upon history.’


With all that in mind, I sat by the water in Amsterdam and scrawled a list of several key aspects of the river which I wanted to explore. Firstly, and most simply, I wanted to learn more about how the Rhine had shaped – and continued to shape – the countries it flowed through, and the people who lived there. Secondly, I was keen to explore how the Rhine region was changing. In the years leading up to my journey, this area (like much of Europe) had been beset by crisis. Economies had stumbled. Germany was racked by a refugee crisis and France had been hit by brutal terrorist attacks. Austria had nearly elected a fascist as president, Switzerland had introduced legislation against Muslims, and the ‘tolerant’ Netherlands had seen anti-immigrant riots. Further afield, the British had decided that the best way to promote free trade was by leaving the world’s largest free trade area. Authoritarian leaders in the east of Europe were threatening the unity of the Union. An American president was threatening to collapse NATO and block European imports, acting like the geopolitical equivalent of a dog who’d somehow managed to catch the car he was chasing.


The threat posed by these changes was often exaggerated, but to my mind, it added a new dimension to my questions about the relevance of the Rhine to the modern age. In a world where international trade was viewed as a betrayal, and many leaders were more inclined to build walls than bridges, what role could the Rhine play? Was the river still important when profits were made online as often as on the factory floor; when people travelled by plane rather than riverboat; and when cultural influences were spread by memes and viral videos rather than by artists moving downriver? And in an age when culture was increasingly globalised, was there such a thing as a unified ‘Rhine culture’, which was shared across borders, uniting people such as the Dutch, Swiss and Germans? I set off to find out, Amsterdam receding behind me and the Alps far ahead.




PART ONE


The Netherlands




1


Turning the Corner


Hoek van Holland to Rotterdam


I SLEPT IN the sand dunes, sheltered from the wind by a big sign which said ‘No Camping’. At 6 a.m. I was woken by a big seagull insistently pinging its beak on the dirty saucepan in which I’d cooked a nourishing dinner of hotdogs the evening before. It was early summer, and the weather was – by Dutch standards at least – beautiful; warm and sunny, with fluffy popcorn clouds scattered high in a bubblegum-blue sky. Down by the shore, happy children chased dogs through the splashy surf, and a father gave his sons a serious lecture in how best to throw a ball. A short way offshore, a handful of surfers tried in vain to ride the undersized waves; soggy little black-suited ninjas dancing in the waist-deep water. Behind them, out to sea, I could see dozens of modern windmills protruding from the choppy sea like skinny white giants, waving their arms in glee at the unusually good weather.


The journey down from Amsterdam had been delightful; an erratic but picturesque sixty-mile bike ride which zigzagged across much of the north-western Netherlands, heading southwards to Alphen aan de Rijn and then turning along the Oude Rijn (Old Rhine), a scenic little stream which meandered through flat fields and quiet villages, carrying more ducks and swans than boats. From the grand cathedral city of Leiden I spun west to the coast at Scheveningen, and down through the sand dunes to my sleeping place near the best-named village in Europe: Monster.


I’d returned to the Netherlands from a longish spell working in Africa only about ten days’ previously and was struck, as I always am on such occasions, by just how tidy everything was. Even in relatively drab suburbs of cities like Amsterdam, everything was in its place; functional, orderly and spotlessly clean. I passed the occasional patch of graffiti, but the trees were all neatly trimmed, the pavements swept clean enough to eat off, and the grass cropped as close as a soldier’s haircut. Accustomed to living close together, and to carefully keeping the sea at bay, the Dutch applied the same orderly principles to their daily lives. Whole towns had the bland tidiness of a gated college campus or retirement community. It wasn’t always exciting to look at, but there was undoubtedly something impressive about how neatly everything fitted together in a country where 500 people were squeezed into every square kilometre. For a nation renowned for its anarchic liberalism, it all seemed terrifically sensible.


After chasing the seagull away, I packed up my tiny tent, made a saucepan of muddy instant coffee and sat drinking it on the sand. The scenery was beautiful; an endless beach which stretched northwards for perhaps fifty miles almost uninterrupted. Not for the first time, I wondered how the Dutch had managed to keep their coastlines secret from all the thousands of sand-seekers who flew over them on their way to Italy, Greece or Turkey. This neglected spot was surely one of the best beaches in Europe.


I cycled a mile or two down the coast, along a quiet road tucked behind the sand dunes. As always in the Netherlands, cycling was a delight. There were no cars, no inconvenient road crossings, no sudden dead-ends, and no pedestrians ambling along clearly marked bike lanes. The only interruptions were welcome ones: cycle-specific traffic lights, clear signposting and even big cone-shaped rubbish bins into which passing cyclists could toss their litter without slowing down. I sped effortlessly along, with a steady sea breeze pushing at my back like a helping hand. In the space of barely a mile, I passed few pedestrians but scores of other cyclists – not British-style weekend warriors with expensive bikes and scuba-style clothing, but a cross-section of Dutch society: smartly suited businessmen, wobbly old ladies, mothers with young children perched precariously on their handlebars. I thought, pretentiously, of novelist Flann O’Brien’s ‘Atomic Theory’ of cycling, set out in The Third Policeman, which argued that if someone spent too long on a bike, they risked swapping atoms with your machine. ‘You would be surprised at the number of people in these parts,’ said one of O’Brien’s characters, ‘who are nearly half people and half bicycles.’


After five miles or so, I reached the end of the beach, where an incredibly long concrete sea wall stretched out into the hazel-grey surf. This was, literally, the Hoek van Holland, or ‘corner of Holland’, where the most significant branch of the lower Rhine, the Nieuwe Waterweg, spilled into the North Sea. I left my bike locked to a railing and walked out along the sea wall, with the fresh water of the river mouth on my left and the salty sea to my right. The view back along the beach to the north was spectacular: a vast ark of sand stretching all the way to the hazy horizon, as pale and powdery as crushed ivory. In the other direction, however, things were rather less scenic. Across the wide mouth of the river lay the so-called Maas Plain (Maasvlaakte), a large area of industrial land which had been reclaimed from the North Sea as part of the ongoing Dutch project to artificially increase the size of their tiny country. Here, there were no beautiful beaches, just an ugly mass of cranes, docks, electricity pylons and stacks of shipping containers the size of buildings. Modern wind turbines rolled slowly in the breeze, and a cluster of thick chimneys smoked like cigars thrust upright on the riverbank. The Dutch Rhine, it seemed, was Janus-faced: serenely beautiful on one side; robustly industrial on the other.


Approaching the end of the wall, I half hoped to see some tangible evidence of the geographical significance of the river mouth and its role as an aquatic crossroads; a splash of deep blue river water spilling out into a bright green sea, perhaps, with seawater and Rhine water bleeding slowly together like ingredients in a cocktail. The reality, though, was rather more prosaic. The grey-green river widened slightly and then merged seamlessly with an identically grey-green sea, like a road leading into a car park. I tried hard to feel moved about the prospect of leaving the coast and beginning my journey inland, but in truth it was all very sensible and undramatic. I remembered the old joke about Toronto looking how New York City would look if it were run by the Swiss. Here, the Rhine looked how the Amazon or Nile would look if they were run by the Dutch.


I walked back across the sand to my bike. It was late morning by now, and the handful of bars along the beachfront were becoming busy with local families eating uitsmijter fried-egg platters and enjoying the scenery from behind the shelter of high glass screens, as if spectating in a high-security courtroom. In the era before the likes of Easyjet drew the crowds elsewhere, Dutch coastal towns like this one had been among the busiest seaside resorts in Europe; places where the wealthy would go to rest, bathe and take in the salty air. In the early 1800s, the Dutch royal family had even made a habit of racing up and down the sands north of Hoek van Holland on wheeled sand yachts. ‘Credible greybeards … have asserted that they often saw Prince William V and his court sailing with incredible speed, almost as fast as our modern railways,’ one observer recorded. Now the atmosphere was pleasant but slightly seedy; more Jersey Shore than royal retreat. A sign on the sand gave a phone number to call for ‘Eerste Hulp Bij Zeehonden’, ‘First Aid for Seals’, and I thought how strange and terrible and wonderful the world was; that in some places people had nothing, and here they had so much to spare that even sick seals had their own ambulance service.


Historically, this part of the Rhine delta was a fairly desolate place. Long before the cocktail bars and surfers arrived, Hoek van Holland lay at the edge of a vast tidal basin, surrounded by salty bogs with the consistency of mashed potato. The fishermen and hunters who lived here ate well from the many streams and rivers, but were constantly menaced by the tides; forced to live atop muddy little hillocks (terpen), they had to run for higher ground whenever the tide turned. To the outside world, the Rhine delta was seen as a harsh, desolate place; it was dangerously close to the northern seas where sailors would encounter whirlpools, boiling seas and monsters which could swallow a ship whole. When the Roman commander Pliny visited the region, he reported seeing nothing but bleak, treeless salt marshes populated by people who ‘seem to be shipwrecked’. He briefly considered conquering the local tribes in the name of Rome, but decided against it. Why bother, when all they had was bogs and fish?


Daily life on the lowlands might have been soggy and miserable, but with their position on the coast, barely a hundred miles from England and with easy access to the North Sea, Baltic Sea and the Atlantic, small settlements like Hoek van Holland later acquired an outsized strategic importance. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, as the Dutch built up their navy and merchant fleet, the Rhine in particular emerged as a key outlet for the country’s internationalist ambitions. The Dutch developed a navy which was, for a while at least, bigger than the English and French fleets combined. Rotterdam, a mid-sized town not far from the river mouth, grew to become a major trading centre, the departure point for great expeditions which explored, colonised and built trading links with far-flung places such as Indonesia, Brazil and Ghana. Wooden sailing ships ferried goods such as timber, wool, dried fish and grain up and down the river, and along the Dutch coast to Scandinavia, the Baltics, England, Belgium and beyond. Fishing fleets based near Rotterdam and The Hague also provided an important source of both food and income. The rivers and the sea, long thought of as an existential threat to the country, ended up making it rich.


Later, the river mouth became an entry point for thousands of intrepid travellers making ‘Grand Tours’ of Europe. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, these tours were a rite of passage for upper-class young people (mostly men), who headed out across Europe on greatest-hits tours of classical antiquity and the Renaissance highlights, ticking off cathedrals, libraries and galleries in much the same way today’s gap-year students tick off temples, islands and beach bars.


The Grand Tours had no fixed itinerary, but most tourists aimed for Rome, Venice or the Alps as their furthest destination, and travelled through some combination of the Netherlands, France, Germany and Switzerland on their way. As such, Hoek van Holland made an obvious entry point to Europe for travellers arriving from London. Most roads in those days were bone-jarringly uncomfortable, and the Rhine offered an obvious alternative; a relatively bump-free highway going from the North Sea all the way to Strasbourg, Basle and beyond. In the nineteenth century, regular ferries connected Hoek van Holland with the east of England, and a two-week tour from (say) Rotterdam to Cologne and back typically cost a little over three pounds. London bookshops were filled with guidebooks promoting the delights of Dutch and German travel, alongside adverts for enormous suitcases and (in case things went badly wrong) funeral supplies from ‘Jay’s London General Mourning Warehouse’. Travellers crossed the Channel in their thousands, many heading straight up the Rhine by boat and train. ‘The era in which we live will be called the nomadic period,’ Putnam’s Magazine declared in 1868. ‘With the advent of ocean navigation … began a travelling mania which has gradually increased until half of the earth’s inhabitants … are on the move.’


Grand Tourists came from all over Europe and North America, but many were British – the stereotypical traveller was a wealthy young man who’d finished studying the classics at Oxford or Cambridge, and then set out on a foppish pilgrimage to see the wonders of western civilisation in person, while bedding women, drinking wine and commissioning portraits with little thought for the cost or consequences. Many snottily saw completing a Grand Tour as a qualification in its own right; proof that they were more cultured and knowledgeable than those who hadn’t travelled. Dr Johnson said any Englishman who’d not travelled to Italy would always be ‘conscious of an inferiority, from his not having seen what it is expected a man should see’. Naturally, many also returned loaded down with souvenirs – not snowglobes or keyrings, but crates packed with paintings and statues, wines and luxury foodstuffs, thick books and innovative scientific instruments. Even in the early days, the tours were astonishingly popular: as early as 1785, Edward Gibbon reported that 40,000 Brits were enjoying trips to the Continent every year. It wasn’t just just rich young nobles who made the journey, though; in the 1770s, a three-ton Indian rhinocerous called Clara was dragged upstream on a barge pulled by teams of horses, as part of a money-making tour arranged by a Dutch sea captain, which took her to Mannheim, Basle, Rome and Vienna. Along the Rhine, spectators gathered on riverbanks as Clara passed, utterly astonished by her mighty size and ironlike flanks, so different from the cows and ponies they were used to.


In the early years, voyages across the North Sea and then up the Rhine were slow, and currents could be rough. One traveller who crossed from Harwich in 1789 reported that ‘the wind was boisterous and changeable and the sea very high … I was bitter sorry, we were 30 hours at sea’. In time, though, new steamships made tours much faster. In 1816, people were astonished when a steamship made it from Rotterdam to Cologne in only four and a half days. Then came guidebooks. In 1836, John Murray published his first ‘little red book’ guiding confused Brits across the Continent. Scores of other guidebooks followed, including the influential Up and Down the Rhine for £5, which advised travellers that for a Rhine cruise, ‘Nothing is really needed beyond a small carpet bag, containing … the ordinary dress you wear in London, and an umbrella … and a wide-awake hat, if you have them.’ By 1856 a reported 120 different travel books had been written about the Rhine in English. They included the wildly popular guides published by Karl Baedeker, which had distinctive raspberry-red covers and were the Lonely Planet or Rough Guides of their day, recommending the best places for a confused visitor to sleep, eat or hire a donkey.1 Inspired by the likes of Baedeker, a pioneering trickle of Grand Tourists turned into a flood: in 1827 the main steamship line between Cologne and Mainz was carrying 18,000 passengers each year, but by the 1860s it was taking more than a million.


Like backpackers complaining that Angkor Wat or Machu Picchu are getting overcrowded, Grand Tourists were often disappointed to find that the hidden treasures which they’d fantasised about visiting were actually getting quite busy. One bitter tourist of the early 1840s complained: ‘Steamers are everywhere loaded to sinking; inns are full to suffocation, and landlords stand shaking their heads, gabbling German, French, English, Italian, and Russian.’ ‘Imagination cannot conceive of what motley cast and colour are the crowds which in these days rush up the Rhine,’ wrote another, ‘guide-book in hand, and ignorant of every language under heaven.’


A further challenge was the food. Visiting the Netherlands, the Brits mocked the locals’ ‘Popery and wooden shoes’, but praised the butter and beef. ‘Good Rhinish wine and salmon, and bad cooks’ was Joseph Shaw’s review. Further upriver, they were horrified by the French habit of eating frogs but generally impressed by the wide range of fruits available, shipped up from the Mediterranean. More xenophobic Brits often pointed out the contrast between British and continental cuisine, claiming that the superiority of British food reflected the superiority of British people. ‘A true Englishman who loves roast beef and pudding cannot breathe freely out of his own island,’ Lord Boyle wrote. More than a century later, looking around Hoek van Holland at the deep-fried monstrosities on sale, and the Dutch people ordering fries for breakfast, I thought he may have had a point.


Leaving the beach, I aimed inland, cycling along the northern bank of the river – still the Nieuwe Waterweg at this point. Considering Hoek van Holland’s importance as a geopolitical hinge point, there were few signs of dynamism or prosperity. For modern-day Grand Tourists who arrived here by ferry, their first sight of continental Europe would consist of little more than a few rows of semi-detached post-war houses, a couple of snack bars and a lot of shops selling cheap T-shirts, raincoats and baseball caps. I stopped briefly for a cup of tea with milk, and had to explain twice to the waitress that I planned to pour the milk into the tea rather than drink them separately – an action which she, as a non-Brit, clearly thought was utterly absurd. A sign on the bar said in English ‘Tipping is Not a City in China’.


Continuing towards Rotterdam, the cycle lane continued right along the riverbank, tracking the water like a canal towpath. The river was tranquil, steely-coloured and immensely wide: perhaps two or three times as wide as the Thames in Westminster. A flat grey barge – a so-called ‘bulk’ carrier, bearing a loose cargo such as grain or gravel – charged up the middle of the channel, its wake washing high up the sloping concrete banks. A little blue passenger jet circled high overhead, waiting to land in Rotterdam, and I remembered reading recently that the King of the Netherlands had admitted to a secret double life, working part-time as airline pilot for KLM. I wondered if he might be on board, adjusting the thrust and trim while his crown bumped on the ceiling.


Across the river, the Port of Rotterdam continued to reveal itself as an endless show-reel of harbours, chimneys, refineries, cranes, turbines and pylons unspooling for dozens of miles along the southern bank. I’d seen similar views of the port many times before, while driving and cycling through the area, but never ceased to be amazed by the sheer size of it. At about 12,500 hectares, the badly branded ‘Europoort’ was, at the time of my journey, about the size of the city of Manchester, and still growing. It was by far the biggest port in Europe, handling more shipping containers each year than Zeebrugge, Barcelona, Southampton, Felixstowe and Le Havre put together. The river was a big part of its success: every day, nearly 300 vessels passed through the port on their way inland, continuing their journey away from the coast on rivers including the Rhine.


I’d visited the port itself a few days previously, on a boat tour looping its way through one of the busiest areas. As I should have expected, it wasn’t a particularly scenic voyage: giant chemical refineries; massive blue cranes shaped like dining chairs with their backs to the water; walls of shipping containers stacked like cereal boxes in a supermarket. The scenery was more reminiscent of Port Talbot than of tranquil Amsterdam or Delft. However, the sheer scale of the port was spectacular, and it wasn’t hard to see why people who worked in or lived near it saw it as a source of deep pride. From the water, everything looked so big that the sense of scale was distorted: containers looked like matchboxes, giant cranes like delicate surgical instruments and enormous ships like bath toys. The biggest lighthouse in the Netherlands was a tiny piece of striped candy, dwarfed by the cranes around it. Warehouses bore the names of world-beating companies most people have never heard of: Cabot, Emerald, Vitol, LyondellBassell, Vopak. My city-loving friends in Amsterdam and The Hague might have been only dimly aware that the port existed, but it was truly the hidden engine room of the Netherlands: the only way the tourist-friendly, bicycle-filled, socially liberal cities were affordable was because of the tough, rough industriousness of places like these, tucked away in the watery underbelly where no one would see them. We cruised on past a small artificial island on which thirty or so sealions were basking in the sun like fat tourists in wetsuits. One splashed into the water and bobbed perilously close to a passing container ship; I hoped the first aiders were still standing by. Across the water, I could see the giant refineries of Pernis – a place where I’d occasionally worked, and often deliberately misspelled in emails to my boss.


The riverside area around Rotterdam had a long history as a trading centre, but its emergence as true global hub dated to a stroke of luck in the 1640s, when under the terms of the Treaties of Westphalia the river Scheldt, in present-day Belgium, was closed to international shipping. Traders around Rotterdam were (like those in Amsterdam) quick to exploit their rivals’ demise, and an astonishing explosion of international trade ensued, transforming sleepy riverside towns into colourful emporia. From the 1600s onwards, as global trade increased, the Netherlands was ideally located to benefit, lying as it did on the western flank of Europe, between Germany and the markets of the United States and Britain. The waters around the river mouth were free of ice all year round, while the British Isles formed a convenient buffer sheltering the Dutch coast from the worst Atlantic storms. Crucially, the Rhine itself also seemed designed for shipping; a deep channel which carved its way right through one of the most populous and productive regions of Europe, it was filled with a mixture of winter rainwater and summer snow melt which meant that (occasional flooding aside) the water level barely changed from season to season. Visitors arriving from London were astonished by the number and variety of ships buzzing around the river mouth, and the haste with which Dutch merchants rushed back and forth between vessels and the quaysides. The Netherlands, one nineteenth-century poet famously wrote, was ‘a land that rides at anchor, and is moored / in which they do not live, but go aboard’. The quaysides along the river (like those in Amsterdam) teemed with unprecedented, exotic sights: parrots, rhinoceroses, amber, ivory, sugar, opium, indigo and saffron.


By the mid 1800s, the Port of Rotterdam was thriving – so much so, in fact, that the stretch of river which lead from the city to the sea was increasingly crowded and unable to accommodate the larger cargoes which now arrived almost continuously. In response, the Dutch authorities did exactly what they usually did when confronted with such a problem; they proposed an ambitious, hugely expensive plan to completely reshape the natural environment. By the 1860s, major canals were very much in vogue: Egypt’s Suez Canal was scheduled to open in 1869. Near Rotterdam, teams of men spent nearly a decade digging in the mud to consolidate the river’s fractured, cobwebbed sea mouth into a single lock-free channel. Over the years that followed, the waterway was progressively widened and deepened, and by the time I visited it was up to 675 metres across, wider than the combined wingspan of ten Boeing 747s. Just as its architects had hoped, the new waterway provided an economic boost to the whole region. Cargo shipments grew from a mere 1.2 million tons of throughput just before the new canal opened, to a staggering 42 million tons at the dawn of the Second World War. Further upstream, the Germans also radically reshaped the Rhine in the nineteenth century, with the great engineer Johann Gottfried Tulla leading a massive project to dredge the riverbed, speed the flow of traffic and reduce the risk of flooding. The length of the river between Basle and Worms was reduced by nearly a quarter, and more than 2,000 islands were removed. Rotterdam, situated some twenty-five miles from the sea, had effectively become a coastal city.


During the war, the port of Rotterdam was utterly ravaged, first by Nazi bombing raids and then by Allied raids during the Occupation. After the war, though, the port recovered dramatically, thanks in part to massive Marshall Plan investment in shipping facilities around the mouth of the river. At first, this investment was effectively a gamble – the Dutch began building big new harbours long before it became clear Europe could generate enough trade to pay for them. Luckily, the bet paid off quite spectacularly, and by the early 1960s, Rotterdam was the largest port in the world.


Thanks in significant part to Rhine-based trade, the Dutch economy accelerated past those of its rivals. In 1960, for example, the Gross Domestic Products (GDPs) of Belgium and the Netherlands were roughly the same, around $12 billion per year. By 2008, Belgium’s had increased to an impressive $500 billion or so, but the Netherlands’ was nearly double that, close to a trillion dollars a year. In 2016, the Netherlands exported more merchandise than the UK, despite having only one-quarter of the population.


Boosted by these strong exports, the Dutch economy enjoyed an unparalleled run of economic growth: for more than twenty-five years leading up to 2008, the Dutch never had two consecutive financial quarters in which their economy didn’t grow. This wasn’t all due to the Rhine or the ports, of course, but the delta’s role as a hub for international trade played a big part in the story. As the port’s boosters never tired of pointing out, today anyone in northern Europe who drives a car, travels in an aeroplane, uses something plastic, has paint on the walls, eats processed food or wears modern clothes is almost certainly consuming chemical products which have bobbed along the Rhine through Rotterdam. In 2015, one canny Dutch entrepreneur even managed to sell 300 containers full of sand to a Sheikh in Qatar, which were promptly shipped from Rotterdam to Doha – the equivalent, surely, of selling rain to the English, or snow to Eskimos.


However, travelling around the port and chatting to people who worked there, I did detect some reasons to worry that its future might not be quite as glorious as its past. In particular, whenever I visited I was amazed by how few people there were. In my mind’s eye, a port was a place of sweat and steam, filled with puffing steamships sounding their horns, wooden crates being carted up gangplanks and burly stevedores hauling on thick ropes. The reality was inevitably rather different: in the container yards which lined the river, there were no massed workers clocking on and off, but rather a continuous steady whirr of automated vehicles shunting containers around, following magnetic tracks laid in the floor and driving themselves to power points for automatic recharging. Rather than being a place of sweat and steam, the port was a place where skilled labour seemed surplus to requirements, all cars were driverless and the algorithm reigned supreme. In many ways, I found it all very impressive, but it was also bad news for the people who’d once depended on the port for their livelihoods. According to local news reports, the hardest hit looked set to be the crane drivers; once known locally as ‘Kings of the Terminal’, they were now increasingly being replaced by robotic systems. In 2016, many of Rotterdam’s crane drivers had gone on strike for the first time in well over a decade, bringing operations to a grinding halt with a protest over plans to give even more jobs to robots. Trade unions claimed around 800 out of 3,500 crane-driving jobs at the port were under threat, to which one port manager tactfully responded by telling a reporter ‘Robots don’t … strike’. When I stopped to take a photo of one unmanned yard filled with busy automated trucks, a passer-by joined me and shook his head in amazed horror. ‘How did they let this happen?’ he despaired. ‘The guys who worked here, why did they give up their jobs?’ I resisted the temptation to ask him in which country his jeans and trainers had been made, and how many Rotterdammers had been employed in the making of them.


More generally, there were also reasons to question how long the Netherlands’ run of economic good luck could continue. At the time of my tour, the Dutch economy had recovered from a bumpy few years, and despite some worries (house prices, job insecurity) was still in the rudest of health. In 2017, the Netherlands’ GDP exceeded that of Norway and Ireland combined. However, even if the threat posed by robot army could somehow be headed off, there were plenty of other things for port workers to worry about. Shipping companies had lost business to railways linking Europe with Asia, and to massive underground pipelines which carried chemicals from Rotterdam’s refineries to Belgium and Germany. More generally, while the port had brought huge wealth to the delta, it also brought a strange kind of vulnerability. Like a bird living on a buffalo’s back, the southern Netherlands produces relatively little itself and is heavily dependent on servicing the trade of other countries. Rotterdam’s size and influence is such that it has become, as The Economist put it, ‘a barometer of the world economy’. When the global economy took off, the Dutch economy rode on its coat-tails. But if and when the global economy cools and trade slows, it may be the Netherlands which catches the worst cold. A small change in the global oil price, for example, or in the Chinese demand for steel or the Irish demand for paint, could wreak havoc on the local economy. If a bombastic American president decided to slap high tariffs on German car imports, or the Brits cut themselves off from Europe, the consequences for the Dutch could be disastrous. Openness to trade had long been the Netherlands’ greatest strength, but reliance on it could also be a weakness. Only a fool would bet against the Dutch, but on the Rhine, the shipping news wasn’t entirely good.


Continuing my journey inland, the south side of the river remained fascinatingly un-picturesque, an unending panorama of monstrous industrial architecture whose function I could only guess at. The north side, however, where I was cycling, offered brief flashes of the old Netherlands of picture postcards: flat, emerald fields; dopey Friesian cows; thatched farm cottages; and herons stiffly standing sentry over murky canals. A string of little towns and villages with unpronounceable names flicked past, and I remembered reading how, during the war, the Dutch resistance had used local place names to test people suspected of being foreign invaders. If someone couldn’t pronounce a word like ‘Scheveningen’, they were probably a foreign spy. I liked to think I spoke decent Dutch, but as I passed a sign pointing to ‘Rijskade-Knooppunt Kethelplein’, I was relieved no one was around to test me.


Skirting around the edge of Schiedam, I spun on towards Rotterdam city centre. This west side of Rotterdam had a large immigrant population, including many Moroccans, Turks and Surinamese, and the streets I cycled through were busy with all the usual facets of urban immigrant life: shops selling headscarves and international phone cards; kebab joints and Middle Eastern restaurants; and a beautiful bone-coloured mosque. In a strange way, Rotterdam’s ethnic diversity was another of the Rhine’s great legacies. In the 1960s and 1970s, as trade through the city’s ports increased, thousands of Turkish and Moroccan immigrants had come to work in local factories, warehouses and harbours. A couple of generations later, most were well integrated but there had also been predictable tensions between some locals and more conservative Muslims, exacerbated by the loss of blue-collar jobs in the robot-run port. The far-right politician Pim Fortuyn built his political base in Rotterdam, and the right-wing rabble-rouser Geert Wilders made near annual visits to the river suburb of Spijkenisse, calling it his home town and conducting walkabouts which usually were attended by more journalists than voters. In 2017, Wilders launched his election campaign with a speech in Spijkenisse in which he denounced ‘Moroccan scum’ for ‘making the streets unsafe’, a stunt which appalled most observers but was wildly popular with an odd coalition of cultural conservatives, grumpy nationalists and people whose livelihoods were threatened by the shifting Rhine economy. When the votes were counted, several of the places where far-right support was strongest were close to the river. Ironically, a region which had thrived economically thanks to free trade was now a power base for hucksterish politicians who thought ‘globalisation’ was a dirty word.
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