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Welcome to Rick Steves’ Europe



Travel is intensified living—maximum thrills per minute and one of the last great sources of legal adventure. Travel is freedom. It’s recess, and we need it.


I discovered a passion for European travel as a teen and have been sharing it ever since—through my tours, public television and radio shows, and travel guidebooks. Over the years, I’ve taught thousands of travelers how to best enjoy Europe’s blockbuster sights—and experience “Back Door” discoveries that most tourists miss.
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Written with my talented co-author, Gene Openshaw, this book offers you a balanced mix of the Netherlands’ lively cities and idyllic towns, from bustling Amsterdam to tranquil Delft. It’s selective: Rather than listing dozens of cozy towns, we recommend only the best ones. And it’s in-depth: Our self-guided museum tours and city walks provide insight into the region’s vibrant history and today’s living, breathing culture.


We advocate traveling simply and smartly. Take advantage of our money- and time-saving tips on sightseeing, transportation, and more. Try local, characteristic alternatives to expensive hotels and restaurants. In many ways, spending more money only builds a thicker wall between you and what you traveled so far to see.


We visit the Netherlands to experience it—to become temporary locals. Thoughtful travel engages us with the world, as we learn to appreciate other cultures and new ways to measure quality of life.


Judging by positive feedback from our readers, this book will help you enjoy a fun, affordable, and rewarding vacation—whether it’s your first trip or your tenth.


Have a goede vakantie! Happy travels!


[image: Image]





[image: Image]



AMSTERDAM & THE NETHERLANDS


Welcome to Rick Steves’ Europe


The Dutch Made Holland


The Netherlands’ Top Destinations


Map: PLACES COVERED IN THIS BOOK


BEST HOME BASES


BEST DAY TRIPS


Planning Your Trip


DESIGNING AN ITINERARY


12 Days in the Netherlands


Map: LEGEND


Trip Costs Per Person


BEFORE YOU GO


Stick This Guidebook in Your Ear!


Travel Smart


Tulip Mania


Wherever you roam, you’ll find the Netherlands to be something of an eye-opener. Behind its placid exterior, it’s a complex mix of modern technology, honored traditions, farmed countryside, outrageous architecture, and no-nonsense, globally minded people.


Progressive Amsterdam is the tourist draw with the most historic sights and museums, but it has inviting neighborhoods as well, with leafy canals, chiming carillons, quaint shops, and friendly eateries. Beyond Amsterdam, you’ll discover the hidden charms of Haarlem, where a market bustles around its historic church. The Hague has Vermeer paintings in its top-notch museums, while peaceful Delft is a Vermeer painting come to life. There’s no end of delightful towns—Edam, Alkmaar, Hoorn, and more—as well as open-air museums.


“Holland” is just a nickname for the Netherlands. North Holland and South Holland are the largest of the 12 provinces that make up the Netherlands. In Holland’s 17th-century Golden Age, Dutch traders sailed the seas to find exotic goods, creating a global economy. Tiny Holland was a world power—politically, economically, and culturally—with more great artists per square mile than any other country.


Today, the country is Europe’s most densely populated and also one of its wealthiest and best organized. In 1944, the neighboring countries of Belgium, the Netherlands, and Luxembourg became the nucleus of a united Europe when they joined to form the Benelux economic union.
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Bikes and boats are popular modes of transportation for good reason in this small, flat, canal-crossed country.





The average income in the Netherlands is higher than in the United States. Though only 8 percent of the labor force is made up of farmers, 70 percent of the land is cultivated: If you venture outside of Amsterdam, you’ll travel through vast fields of barley, wheat, sugar beets, potatoes, and flowers.


Much of the flat Dutch landscape was reclaimed from the sea, producing several Dutch icons in the process: Windmills and canals drained the land. Wooden shoes (klompen) allowed farmers to walk across soggy low-lying fields known as polders. (The shoes also float—making them easy to find should they come off in high water.) Tulips and other flowers grew well in the sandy soil near dunes.


The Netherlands’ flat land also makes it a biker’s dream. The Dutch, who average four bikes per family, have put small bike roads (with their own traffic lights) beside nearly every major highway. You can rent bikes at most train stations and drop them off at most others. And you can take bikes on trains (outside of rush hour) for less than €10 per day. But bikes can make things tricky for those on foot. You might expect the right-of-way pecking order to favor pedestrians, then bikes, then cars. Not so. In practice, you should assume it’s bikes first...then everyone else. Watch very carefully for bikes before crossing (or even stepping into) the street.




The Dutch Made Holland


The word Nederland means “lowland.” The country occupies the delta near the mouth of three of Europe’s large rivers, including the Rhine. In medieval times, inhabitants built a system of earthen dikes to protect their land from flooding caused by tides and storm surges. The story of the little Dutch boy who saves the country—by sticking his finger in a leaking dike—summed up the country’s precarious situation. (Many Americans know this story from a popular 19th-century novel, but few Dutch people have ever heard of it.)


In 1953, severe floods breached the old dikes, killing 1,800 and requiring a major overhaul of the system. Today’s 350 miles of dikes and levees are high-tech, with electronic systems to monitor water levels. Dutch experts traveled to Louisiana after Hurricane Katrina to share their expertise with US officials after levee failure caused massive flooding. And after Hurricane Sandy, American hydrology experts began looking to the Netherlands for models of how to protect huge areas from flooding.


Much of the land of the Netherlands was reclaimed from the sea, rivers, and lakes, thanks to the country’s iconic windmills. After diking off large tracts of land below sea level, the Dutch used windmills to harness wind energy to lift the water up out of the enclosed area, divert it into canals, and drain the land. They cultivated hardy plants that removed salt from the soil, slowly turning marshy estuaries into fertile farmland. The windmills later served a second purpose for farmers by turning stone wheels to grind their grain.
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The powerful dikes, which can look as simple as a raised road, keep the land from being reclaimed by the sea. The story of the heroic Dutch boy who plugged a dike to save his country was invented by the American author, Mary Mapes Dodge, for her 1865 book Hans Brinker, or The Silver Skates.





The trifecta of Dutch reclamation technology is dikes, windmills...and canals. Picturesque waterways, big and small, course through both cities and the countryside. While we use the all-purpose term “canal,” the Dutch recognize several variations, which can be helpful as you navigate place names: singel is a former moat, gracht is a dug-out waterway, kanal is for shipping, and sloot is a drainage canal (usually in the countryside).


The country’s last major reclamation project created a new province, Flevoland, that was drained, dried, and populated within the last 100 years (see the Flevoland chapter for more info).


Today, Dutch reclamation projects are essentially finished. As the world’s climate changes and sea levels rise, the Dutch are now focusing more on resources to upgrade their dikes and bulk up their beaches to hold back the sea. They also continue to innovate, building floatable homes and greenhouses (which rise with the tides) and relocating dikes farther back from the rivers to create wider floodplains.


All this technological tinkering with nature—past and present—has brought about a popular local saying: “God made the Earth, but the Dutch made Holland.”
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Spinning windmills (like this one at Enkhuizen) drain marshy lowlands. Boats dredge up silt to maintain the shoreline. The land is so flat, the Dutch like to joke that if you stand on a chair, you can see the whole country.








The Dutch generally speak English, pride themselves on their frankness, and like to split the bill. Thriftiness, efficiency, and a dislike of wastefulness are longstanding Dutch traits. Traditionally, Dutch cities have been open-minded, loose, and liberal (to attract sailors in the days of Henry Hudson). And today, Amsterdam is a capital of alternative lifestyles—a city where they believe that society has to make a choice: tolerate alternative lifestyles or build more prisons. Coffeeshops sell marijuana (and sometimes cappuccinos), and prostitutes pose in government-licensed windows. The city is surprisingly diverse, housing many new immigrants—a trend that, unfortunately, has resulted in tension in recent years. The Netherlands in general, and Amsterdam in particular, is gay-friendly. Some of the biggest festivals and parades on the social calendar bring out the LGBT crowd.


Although it expresses itself in a sometimes-jarring acceptance of drugs and sex, the Dutch passion for tolerance has deep historical roots: For generations, this part of Europe was a particularly fierce battleground between the Roman Catholic Church (backed primarily by Spain) and Reformation-era Protestants (Dutch nationalists). The Eighty Years’ War and other conflicts flamed religious intolerance. But afterward, the reaction against the Spanish Inquisition and the wealth of the Golden Age brought a new era of acceptance. Today—especially after the Nazi occupation’s persecution of Jews and other minorities—the Dutch are determined to live and let live.
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Prostitution (advertised in the Red Light District) and marijuana (sold in coffeeshops) are legal and regulated.
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French fries (friets) are served with mayonnaise. The Begijnhof’s courtyard is a peaceful oasis in downtown Amsterdam.





Another facet of this philosophy is Dutch humility. A popular saying here is, “The tree that grows the tallest gets blown by the strongest wind.” While the Dutch have an affinity for Americans, they don’t always quite know how to take our proud individualism.


This book presents the best of Amsterdam and the Netherlands—its great cities, small towns, fine food, rich history, and sensuous art. You’ll experience both the quaintness of the countryside as well as the modern scene in the Netherlands’ forward-thinking urban centers.


Along the way, you’ll meet intriguing people who will show you how to swallow a pickled herring, paddle a canoe through polder waterways, or slice off a hunk of cheese from a giant wheel. Rattling your bike over cobbles, past a line of gabled houses reflected in a mirror-smooth canal...it’s just like you imagined it. It’s as if the tourist clichés of the region—whirring windmills, Dutch Masters, canal rides, dike hikes, and tulips—all come to life in the Netherlands.



The Netherlands’ Top Destinations



Wauw! There’s so much to see in the Netherlands. To help you decide where and how to spend your time, this overview breaks the country’s top destinations into home-base cities and day trips. I’ve ranked each and suggested a minimum amount of time to allow. Much of the country is an easy day trip from whichever home base you choose.
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BEST HOME BASES


If you intend to stay in one of these three cities for your whole trip, be sure to visit the other two on day trips.


▲▲▲Amsterdam (allow 2-4 days)


The dynamic capital, laced with shimmering canals and lined with Golden-Age architecture, boasts magnificent museums, from the venerable Rijksmuseum (with Dutch Masters) to Van Gogh’s starry collection to the thought-provoking Anne Frank House. The city has a lively food scene, diverse nightlife, marijuana-selling shops, and an eye-opening Red Light District, along with bustling streets and markets and bikes everywhere.


▲▲Haarlem (1 day)


The cozy town, with its grand market square, huge church, and stately architecture, was home to artist Frans Hals and author Corrie ten Boom (who hid Jews from the Nazis in The Hiding Place). Just 20 minutes from Amsterdam and 10 minutes from the beach at Zandvoort, Haarlem is conveniently central yet invitingly small.


▲▲Delft (1 day)


The picturesque hometown of Vermeer (hosting a fine Vermeer Center but not his art) and Delft Blue porcelain (with tourable factories) has a tranquil vibe. Delft makes a mellow home base for day-tripping to nearby cities: While one hour by train from Amsterdam, Delft is only 15-30 minutes from The Hague (which does have Vermeers) and modern Rotterdam (with avant-garde architecture).
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Photo fun inside (top left) and outside the Rijksmuseum, Haarlem’s sunny square, Zandvoort’s wide beach, bird’s-eye view of Delft
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BEST DAY TRIPS


North of Amsterdam


▲Alkmaar and Zaanse Schans (half-day each)


Little Alkmaar is hugely popular on Friday mornings for its cheese market, when big orange rounds of cheese are sampled and sold with flair (early April-early Sept). Nearby Zaanse Schans is a touristy, re-created 17th-century Dutch town, with windmills and old-time shops. You can combine both destinations on a day trip, best on Fridays.


▲▲Edam, Volendam, and Marken (1 day)


The postcard-perfect region of Waterland harbors the adorable cheesemaking village of Edam, the tourist depot of Volendam (with a promenade and quirky museum), and the fascinating former fishing hamlet of Marken. You can see all three in a day, but with less time, focus on little Edam (market day is Wednesday, but it’s cute anytime).


▲Hoorn and Enkhuizen (1 day)


This time-warp duo—the Golden-Age merchant’s town of Hoorn and the charming village of Enkhuizen, with an open-air museum on Zuiderzee culture—makes a good day trip. Take public transit or the slower, scenic Historic Triangle loop (including rides on a boat, steam train, and modern train).


▲Flevoland (1 day, worthwhile only for drivers)


The country’s newest province, reclaimed from the sea, looks modern and plain except for Schokland. This former fishing village is now surrounded by dry land, with a museum describing the reclamation, region’s history, and villagers’ lifestyle.
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Cheese for sale, re-created village at Zaanse Schans, barging past Edam, a café in Volendam, artisans at Enkhuizen’s open-air museum
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South of Amsterdam


▲Keukenhof and Aalsmeer (half-day each)


Holland has two flower-power destinations. The best one is Keukenhof—a huge, beautifully landscaped garden park, blooming with millions of colorful tulips (open mid-March through mid-May). Near the airport, Aalsmeer hosts its famous floral auction in a warehouse, where you can see the business behind the beauty year-round.


▲Leiden (half-day)


The historic, charming university town was Rembrandt’s hometown before he moved to Amsterdam and the Pilgrims’ last stop before they sailed to Plymouth Rock.


▲The Hague (half-day to 1 day)


The governmental town has an excellent art museum (Mauritshuis) showcasing the Dutch Golden Age, a Peace Palace with international courts, and the nearby beach resort of Scheveningen, with its amusement pier, boardwalk, and promenade.


▲▲Rotterdam (half-day to 1 day)


Europe’s busiest port, Rotterdam, has soaring skyscrapers, pedestrian malls, a futuristic market hall, and a 21st-century buzz. Built new after being flattened by WWII bombs, this modern city is the opposite of quaint, offering you a well-rounded look at the Netherlands today.
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Old-time bridge at Leiden, cube houses in Rotterdam, bicycle-truck at Arnhem’s open-air museum





East of Amsterdam


▲Utrecht (half-day)


The bustling university city has the country’s largest old town, best railway museum, and a fun musical museum, plus a church tower you can climb to get a view of it all. Utrecht can be done as a day trip, or an easy stop between Amsterdam and Arnhem.


▲▲Museums near Arnhem (1 day)


Near Arnhem are two Dutch treats—the worthwhile Netherlands Open-Air Museum and the excellent Kröller-Müller Museum, with a world-class collection of Van Gogh masterpieces, set in the middle of a lovely forested park. To avoid rushing your visit, consider overnighting in Otterlo, near the park.
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Balancing act at the Kröller-Müller Museum’s sculpture park
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Planning Your Trip


To plan your trip, you’ll need to design your itinerary—choosing where and when to go, how you’ll travel, and how many days to spend at each destination. For my best advice on sightseeing, accommodations, restaurants, and transportation, see the Practicalities chapter.


DESIGNING AN ITINERARY


As you read this book and learn your options...


Choose your top destinations.


My recommended itinerary (on here) gives you an idea of how much you can reasonably see in 12 days, but you can adapt it to fit your own interests and time frame.


Amsterdam is on everyone’s list for good reason: museums, food, Golden Age architecture, street life, canal boats, markets, and entertainment. You could easily spend a week here. And if you like big cities, you’ll enjoy Rotterdam and The Hague, too. Hobbits seek out the quaint villages, such as Edam or Hoorn.


Historians focus on Amsterdam (Dutch Golden Age, Dutch Resistance during World War II, and more) and Leiden (pilgrim lore). To visit the Dutch past, head for one of the Netherlands’ open-air museums: Zaanse Schans (touristy and closest to Amsterdam), the less touristy Enkhuizen, and the farthest but most authentic, near Arnhem.


Art lovers are drawn to Amsterdam and The Hague. For modern art, the country’s best is the Stedelijk in Amsterdam, followed closely by the impressive Kröller-Müller Museum, set in a forest near Arnhem, where cyclists pedal free bikes through the woods.


If you like colorful markets, the Dutch won’t disappoint, whether it’s cheese (Alkmaar), flowers (Keukenhof and more), food and clothing (Haarlem), or everything (Amsterdam’s street markets).


Photographers are happy wherever they go.


Decide when to go.


Although Amsterdam can be plagued by crowds in summer, it’s a great time to visit, given the long days, lively festivals, and sunny weather (rarely too hot for comfort).


Amsterdam can also be crowded—with higher hotel prices—in late March, April, and May, when the tulip fields are flowering in full glory. Fall comes with lighter crowds, though seasonal conferences can drive up prices in September. Both spring and fall have generally mild weather.
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Golden Age art by Frans Hals (opposite page), modern art at Stedelijk, costumed street performer, Rick in a windmill







12 Days in the Netherlands


For an in-depth Netherlands experience, overnight in several places and use public transit. Start in small-town Haarlem (an ideal jet-lag pillow) and save big-city Amsterdam for your trip finale.








	Day

	Plan

	Sleep in










	1

	Arrive in Amsterdam, head to Haarlem

	Haarlem






	2

	Sightsee Haarlem

	Haarlem






	3

	Day trip (e.g., Keukenhof in spring; Alkmaar if Friday; Aalsmeer, Leiden, or Zandvoort)

	Haarlem






	4

	Head to Delft and sightsee

	Delft






	5

	Day-trip to Rotterdam and/or The Hague (or add another day for more time in both)

	Delft






	6

	From Delft, head to Arnhem, visit the Netherlands Open-Air Museum, end in Otterlo

	Otterlo






	7

	Visit the Kröller-Müller Museum (near Arnhem), head to Utrecht to sightsee, end in Amsterdam

	Amsterdam






	8

	Sightsee Amsterdam

	Amsterdam






	9

	Amsterdam

	Amsterdam






	10

	Amsterdam

	Amsterdam






	11

	Day trip (e.g., Edam/Volendam/Marken)

	Amsterdam






	12

	Day trip (Hoorn and Enkhuizen)

	Amsterdam






	13

	Fly home or enjoy more of Europe

	 









With less time: Focus on Amsterdam, Delft, and Haarlem (skipping Arnhem), plus another destination that interests you most. For simplicity, stay in one home base.
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Home Bases and Day Trips


If you’ll be staying in two or three home bases, here are the most time-efficient day trips:


From Amsterdam: Edam/Volendam/Marken, Hoorn/Enkhuizen, Zaanse Schans, Utrecht, and museums near Arnhem


From Haarlem: Delft, Keukenhof, Leiden, and Zandvoort


Similarly efficient from Amsterdam or Haarlem: Alkmaar, Aalsmeer, The Hague, and Rotterdam


From Delft: Rotterdam and The Hague





Winter (from late October through mid-March) is cold and wet. It’s fine for visiting Amsterdam, but smaller towns and countryside sights feel dreary and lifeless. Some sights close for lunch, tourist information offices keep shorter hours, and some tourist activities vanish altogether.


For weather specifics, see the climate chart in the appendix.



Connect the dots.



Link your destinations into a logical route. Decide if you’ll travel by public transportation or rental car, or a combination. Trains run at least hourly between major cities and are the easiest way to reach nearly any Dutch destination. A few destinations are best by bus. A car is useless in cities but essential to visit Flevoland and can be an efficient way to visit the Kröller-Müller Museum near Arnhem.


Begin your search for transatlantic flights (likely to Amsterdam) at Kayak.com. If you stick to the Netherlands, you’re never farther than two hours from Amsterdam’s airport. For travel beyond the Netherlands, check train schedules (www.bahn.com) and budget flights within Europe (try www.skyscanner.com).


Write out a day-by-day itinerary.


Figure out how many destinations you can comfortably fit in your time frame. Don’t overdo it—few travelers wish they’d hurried more. Allow enough time per stop (see estimates in “The Netherlands’ Top Destinations” section, earlier).


Choose a home base (or two or three): Amsterdam is liveliest and noisiest. Haarlem is small-town manageable, though noisy on weekends. Delft is the most tranquil but the least central.


The Netherlands is a day-tripper’s dream. Nearly everything lies within an hour of Amsterdam, thanks to the country’s excellent transportation system. That said, a few day-trip destinations are closer and quicker from Haarlem or Delft (generally saving 30-60 minutes round-trip; see suggestions on the previous page).


No matter where you’re based, keep these tips in mind: When visiting market towns, it’s worth braving the crowds to go on market day. Take sight closures into account; avoid visiting a town on the day your must-see sight is closed. Check if any holidays or festivals fall during your trip—these attract crowds and can close sights (for the latest, visit www.holland.com).


Give yourself some slack. Every trip, and every traveler, needs downtime for doing laundry, picnic shopping, people-watching, and so on. Pace yourself. Assume you will return.
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Alkmaar’s photogenic cheese market on Friday, breakfast with friendly service, Amsterdam’s easy-to-navigate Schiphol Airport, Arnhem’s futuristic train station
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Pondering the Anne Frank House, touring Rotterdam’s modern harbor, trying herring with pickles, taking a boat tour of the wetlands







Trip Costs Per Person


Run a reality check on your dream trip. You’ll have major transportation costs in addition to daily expenses.


Flight: A round-trip flight from the US to Amsterdam costs about $1,000-2,000, depending on where you fly from and when.


Public Transportation: For a 12-day trip, figure on spending about $150 for trams, buses, and trains.


Car Rental: Allow roughly $250 per week, not including tolls, gas, parking, and insurance. If you need the car for a longer, multi-country trip (three weeks or more), leasing can be cheaper.


AVERAGE DAILY EXPENSES PER PERSON1
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Budget Tips


You can cut your daily expenses by taking advantage of the deals you’ll find throughout the Netherlands and mentioned in this book.


To cover your public transit anywhere in the Netherlands—within and between cities—it’s most economical to use a TripKey transit pass (check availability on their website and order in advance).


Avid sightseers may save money by buying a sightseeing pass (described on here), which covers many museums throughout the Netherlands. If you don’t get a pass, visit only the sights you most want to see, and seek out free sights and experiences (people-watching counts).


Some businesses—especially hotels and walking tour companies—offer discounts to my readers (look for the RS% symbol in this book).


Book your rooms directly with the hotel or B&B. Some places offer a discount if you pay in cash and/or stay four or more nights (check online or ask). Rooms cost less outside of spring and summer. And even seniors can sleep cheap in hostels (some have double rooms) for about $30 per person. Or check Airbnb-type sites for deals.


It’s no hardship to eat cheap in the Netherlands. You can get tasty, inexpensive meals at cafés, cafeterias, bars, ethnic eateries, takeout shops, delis, and bakeries (which often sell sandwiches). Cultivate the art of picnicking in atmospheric settings.


When you splurge, choose an experience you’ll always remember, such as a food tour or a guided canoe trip. Minimize souvenir shopping. Focus instead on collecting wonderful memories.







[image: Image]


Amstelkring’s hidden Catholic church, cyclists in Amsterdam (where bikes often outnumber cars), cruising the canals
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BEFORE YOU GO


You’ll have a smoother trip if you tackle a few things ahead of time. For more information on these topics, see the Practicalities chapter (and www.ricksteves.com, which has helpful travel tips and talks).


Make sure your passport is valid. If it’s due to expire within six months of your ticketed date of return, you need to renew it. Allow up to six weeks to renew or get a passport (www.travel.state.gov).


Arrange your transportation. Book your international flights. Figure out your main form of transportation in the Netherlands: For most people, it makes sense to travel by train and get a transit pass that includes trains.


If traveling beyond the Netherlands, consider buying train tickets (often discounted if purchased in advance), getting a rail pass (normally must be purchased outside Europe), renting a car, or booking cheap European flights. (You can wing the car rental or European flights once you’re in Europe, but it may cost more.)


Book rooms well in advance, especially if your trip falls during the peak season (summer) or any major holidays or festivals.


Plan your strategy for seeing Amsterdam’s top sights. You can order tickets online before you go for the most popular museums: the Rijksmuseum, Van Gogh, and Anne Frank House. Because tickets often sell out for the Anne Frank House, it’s smart to buy them beginning two months prior to the day of your visit (when they become available for purchase).


Consider whether a sightseeing pass will save you money or time in line (described in the Sights in Amsterdam chapter). Note that even with a sightseeing pass, you must reserve a time slot for the Anne Frank House and likely for the Van Gogh Museum—check their websites for the latest.


Consider travel insurance. Compare the cost of the insurance to the cost of your potential loss. Check whether your existing insurance (health, homeowners, or renters) covers you and your possessions overseas.


Call your bank. Alert your bank that you’ll be using your debit and credit cards in Europe. Ask about transaction fees, and get the PIN number for your credit card. You don’t need to bring euros for your trip; you can withdraw euros from cash machines in Europe.


Use your smartphone smartly. Sign up for an international service plan to reduce your costs, or rely on Wi-Fi in Europe instead. Download any apps you’ll want on the road, such as maps and Rick Steves Audio Europe.


Pack light. You’ll walk with your luggage more than you think. Bring a single carry-on bag and a daypack. Use the packing checklist in the appendix as a guide.




[image: Image] Stick This Guidebook in Your Ear!


My free Rick Steves Audio Europe app makes it easy for you to download my audio tours of many of Europe’s top attractions and listen to them offline during your travels. In this book, these include my Amsterdam, Jordaan, and Red Light District walks. My audio tours are marked in this book with this symbol: [image: Image]. The app also offers insightful travel interviews from my public radio show with experts from the Netherlands and around the globe. It’s all free! You can download the app via Apple’s App Store, Google Play, or Amazon’s Appstore. For more info, see www.ricksteves.com/audioeurope.
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Travel Smart



If you have a positive attitude, equip yourself with good information (this book), and expect to travel smart, you will.


Read—and reread—this book. To have an “A” trip, be an “A” student. Note opening hours of sights, closed days, crowd-beating tips, and whether reservations are required or advisable. Check the latest at www.ricksteves.com/update.


Be your own tour guide. As you travel, get up-to-date info on sights, reserve tickets and tours, reconfirm hotels and travel arrangements, and check transit connections. Visit local tourist information offices (TIs). Upon arrival in a new town, lay the groundwork for a smooth departure; confirm the train, bus, or road you’ll take when you leave.


Outsmart thieves. Pickpockets abound in crowded places where tourists congregate. Treat commotions as smokescreens for theft. Keep your cash, credit cards, and passport secure in a money belt tucked under your clothes; carry only a day’s spending money in your front pocket. Don’t set valuable items down on counters or café tabletops, where they can be quickly stolen or easily forgotten.
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Tulip Mania


A Dutch icon since the 17th century, the colorful flowers are actually native to central Asia (“tulip” comes from a Turkish word for “turban”). When the Holy Roman Emperor’s ambassador to Constantinople first sent some bulbs westward in the mid-1500s, a few eventually wound up in the hands of a Dutch botanist—and thus began one of the oddest chapters in the Netherlands’ history.


The region’s harsh conditions turned out to be ideal for the hardy bulbs, which also benefited from good timing: They arrived in the Netherlands in the middle of the Dutch Golden Age, delighting a relatively affluent populace who were fond of beauty and able to pay for it. Within a generation the popularity of these then-exotic flowers—and for a few rare species in particular—grew from a trendy fad into an all-out frenzy. Prices shot skyward: Forty bulbs could fetch up to 100,000 florins (about $1.7 million in today’s dollars); in the context of the times, an average laborer made around 150 florins a year. The most treasured variety was the Semper Augustus, with its distinctive red-and-white petals—just one bulb sold for 12 acres of land.
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Keukenhof’s gardens bloom and are open only in spring, while Aalsmeer’s flower auction runs year-round.





“Tulip mania” reached a fever pitch in late 1636, and for the next few months, frantic trading consumed the Dutch. Production of other goods declined as people dropped everything to get rich on the tulip exchange. Soon, instead of buying and selling actual bulbs, people began trading promissory vouchers—by that time, it wasn’t really the flowers everyone was after, but the opportunity to resell them at a higher price. The number of potential buyers seemed endless...until it wasn’t. In February 1637, one of history’s most famous speculative bubbles burst, leaving many tulip investors with empty contracts or bulbs worth only a tiny fraction of what they’d cost. Investors were ruined, and the economic fallout helped contribute to the decline of the Dutch Golden Age. But the demand for tulips never died out—a love of the flowers had been firmly planted in the Dutch psyche, and they continue to be an integral part of the culture as well as a major export.





Minimize potential loss. Keep expensive gear to a minimum. Bring photocopies or take photos of important documents (passport and cards) to aid in replacement if they’re lost or stolen. Back up photos and files frequently.


Guard your time and energy. Taking a tram across Amsterdam can be a good value if it saves you an exhausting walk. To avoid long lines, follow my crowd-beating tips, such as making advance reservations, or sightseeing early or late in the day.


Be flexible. Even if you have a well-planned itinerary, expect changes, closures, sore feet, bad weather, and so on. Your Plan B could turn out to be even better.


Attempt the language. Nearly all Dutch people speak English, but if you learn some Dutch, even just the pleasantries, you’ll get more smiles and make more friends. Practice the survival phrases near the end of this book.
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Amsterdam lights up at night. The first-ever Dutch coffeeshop—the Bulldog—has sold marijuana since 1974 and is now the flagship branch of the high-profile chain.





Connect with the culture. Interacting with locals carbonates your experience. Enjoy the friendliness of the Dutch people. Ask questions; most locals are happy to point you in their idea of the right direction. Set up your own quest for the best herring, coziest pub, tastiest stroopwafel, or the perfect “It’s so Dutch!” sight. When an opportunity pops up, make it a habit to say “yes.”
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Your next stop... the Netherlands!







AMSTERDAM
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ORIENTATION TO AMSTERDAM


AMSTERDAM: A VERBAL MAP


AMSTERDAM BY NEIGHBORHOOD


Map: Amsterdam Neighborhoods


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Amsterdam Overview


TOURIST INFORMATION


ARRIVAL IN AMSTERDAM


HELPFUL HINTS


GETTING AROUND AMSTERDAM


Map: Amsterdam’s Public Transportation


Tours in Amsterdam


BY BOAT


ON FOOT


BY BIKE


TOUR PACKAGES FOR STUDENTS


Amsterdam still looks much like it did in the 1600s—the Dutch Golden Age—when it was the world’s richest city, an international sea-trading port, and the cradle of capitalism. Wealthy, democratic burghers built a city upon millions of pilings, creating a wonderland of canals lined with trees and townhouses topped with fancy gables. Immigrants, Jews, outcasts, and political rebels were drawn here by its tolerant atmosphere, while painters such as young Rembrandt captured that atmosphere on canvas.


Today’s Amsterdam is a progressive place of 820,000 people and almost as many bikes. It’s a city of good living, cozy cafés, great art, street-corner jazz, stately history, and a spirit of live and let live.


Amsterdam also offers the Netherlands’ best people-watching. The Dutch are unique, and observing them is a sightseeing experience all in itself. They’re a handsome and healthy people, and among the world’s tallest. They’re also open and honest—I think of them as refreshingly blunt—and they like to laugh. As connoisseurs of world culture, they appreciate Rembrandt paintings, Indonesian food, and the latest French film—but with an un-snooty, blue-jeans attitude.


Amsterdam, a bold experiment in freedom, may box your Puritan ears. For centuries, the city has taken a tolerant approach to things other places try to forbid. Traditionally, the city attracted sailors and businessmen away from home, so it was profitable to allow them to have a little fun. In the 1960s, Amsterdam became a magnet for Europe’s hippies. Since then, it’s become a world capital of alternative lifestyles. Stroll through any neighborhood and see things that are commonplace here but rarely found elsewhere. Prostitution is allowed in the Red Light District, while “smartshops” sell psychedelic drugs and marijuana is openly sold and smoked. The Dutch aren’t necessarily more tolerant or decadent than the rest of us—just pragmatic and looking for smart solutions.


Be warned that Amsterdam is really touristy, attracting nearly 6 million visitors a year. Locals and politicians are concerned that the flood of cheese shops, chocolate shops, and kitschy tourism are changing the city into a kind of amusement park. Some have even proposed recommending that visitors consider Rotterdam or Delft instead. Time will tell how Amsterdammers will handle tourism and maintain the dignity of the city.


But I love Amsterdam even with its crowds. Approach Amsterdam as an ethnologist observing a strange culture. It’s a place where carillons chime quaintly from spires towering above coffeeshops where yuppies go to smoke pot. Take it all in, then pause to watch the clouds blow past stately old gables—and see the Golden Age reflected in a quiet canal.


AMSTERDAM: A VERBAL MAP


Amsterdam’s Centraal Station, on the north edge of the city, is your starting point, with the TI, bike rental, and trams branching out to all points. Damrak is the main north-south axis, connecting Centraal Station with Dam Square (people-watching and hangout center) and its Royal Palace. From this main street, the city spreads out like a fan, with 90 islands, hundreds of bridges, and a series of concentric canals that were laid out in the 17th century, Holland’s Golden Age. Amsterdam’s major sights are all within walking distance of Dam Square.


To the east of Damrak is the oldest part of the city (today’s Red Light District), and to the west is the newer part, where you’ll find the Anne Frank House and the peaceful Jordaan neighborhood. Museums and Leidseplein nightlife cluster at the southern edge of the city center.


AMSTERDAM BY NEIGHBORHOOD


Amsterdam can feel like a big, sprawling city, but its major sights cluster in convenient zones. Grouping your sightseeing, walks, dining, and shopping thoughtfully can save you time.


Central Amsterdam—the historic core—runs north-south from Centraal Station along Damrak, passing through two major city squares (Dam and Spui) and ending at the Mint Tower. The central spine of streets (Damrak, Kalverstraat, Rokin) has some of the city’s main department, chain, and tourist stores. Flanking Damrak on the east is the Red Light District and the revitalized waterfront around the train station.


West Amsterdam lies west of Damrak—from Dam Square to the Anne Frank House. This pleasant area is famous for its four grand canals—named Singel (the original moat), Herengracht (Gentleman’s Canal), Keizersgracht (Emperor’s Canal), and Prinsengracht (Prince’s Canal)—that circle the historic core. West Amsterdam has tree-lined canals fronted by old, gabled mansions, as well as many of my recommended accommodations and restaurants. Within West Amsterdam is the boutique shopping district known as the Nine Little Streets. Farther west is the quieter, cozier Jordaan neighborhood, which is good for a stroll, though it’s mostly residential. And to the north is the old “Haarlem dike”—Haarlemmerstraat and Haarlemmerdijk—which is emerging as a trendy, youthful zone for shopping and eating.
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The Southern Canal Belt—the next ring of canals south of the historic core—is spacious and dotted sparsely with a few intimate museums, art galleries, and antique shops along Nieuwe Spiegelstraat, plus recommended B&Bs. Rowdy Leidseplein anchors the lower corner.


Southwest Amsterdam is defined by two main features: museums and a city park. The city’s major art museums (Rijksmuseum, Van Gogh, and Stedelijk) and other sights cluster together on an expansive square, Museumplein. The museums are just a short walk from Vondelpark, Amsterdam’s version of a central park. While it’s less central to stay in Southwest Amsterdam, I’ve recommended accommodations that are a quick, convenient walk to the area’s tram lines.




Amsterdam Landmarks








	
Dam (dahm)

	Amsterdam’s main square






	
Damrak (DAHM-rock)

	main street between Centraal Station and Dam Square






	
Spui (spow, rhymes with now)

	both a street and square






	
Rokin (roh-KEEN)

	street connecting Dam Square and Spui






	
Kalverstraat (KAL-ver-straht)

	pedestrian street






	
Leidseplein (LIDE-zuh-pline)

	lively square






	
Jordaan (yor-DAHN)

	neighborhood in West Amsterdam






	
Museumplein (moo-ZAY-oom-pline)

	square with top art museums






	
gracht (hroht, pronounce h gutturally)

	canal






	
straat (straht)

	street






	
plein (pline)

	public square






	
huis (house)

	house






	
kerk (kerk)

	church












Southeast Amsterdam contains the former Jewish Quarter and the Jewish Historical Museum. Several sights can be found around the square known as Waterlooplein (Rembrandt’s House and a flea market). Additional sights are gathered in a park-dotted area called the Plantage (Dutch Resistance Museum, a theater-turned-Holocaust-memorial, a zoo, and a botanical garden). Rembrandtplein, another nightlife center, is a five-minute walk away. The short but appealing street called Staalstraat, which connects this area with Rokin in the center, is a delightful place to browse trendy shops.


Northeast Amsterdam has the Netherlands Maritime Museum, Amsterdam’s Central Library, and a children’s science museum (NEMO).


North Amsterdam, which sits across the very wide IJ (pronounced “eye”) waterway, was long neglected as a sleepy residential zone. But recently it has sprouted some interesting restaurant and nightlife options, thanks partly to the construction of the EYE Film Institute and the A’DAM Tower. There are easy, free connections across the river on a public ferry just behind Centraal Station.



PLANNING YOUR TIME



Amsterdam is worth a full day of sightseeing on even the busiest itinerary. And though the city has a couple of must-see museums, its best attraction is its own carefree ambience. The city’s a joy on foot—and a breezier and faster delight by bike. For a good walking overview, lace together my three walking tours, all of which can be connected by Dam Square (available as free audio tours—see here). They can be done in rapid succession—Amsterdam City Walk, Red Light District Walk, and Jordaan Walk—in as little as four hours...or take your time.


Amsterdam in One Day








	9:00

	Follow my self-guided Amsterdam City Walk, which takes you from the train station to Leidseplein (near the Rijksmuseum), with stops at the peaceful Begijnhof, the Amsterdam Museum, and the flower market. Break up the walk with a relaxing hour-long canal cruise (departs from opposite Centraal Station, Spui dock, or near Leidseplein).






	14:00

	Visit Amsterdam’s two great art museums, located side by side: the Van Gogh Museum and the Rijksmuseum.






	19:00

	Wander the Jordaan neighborhood, enjoying dinner by a canal or on a cobbled, quiet street.






	21:30

	Stroll the Red Light District for some of Europe’s most fascinating window-shopping.









Amsterdam in Two or More Days


Day 1








	9:00

	Follow my self-guided Amsterdam City Walk, leading from the train station to Leidseplein, via the quiet Begijnhof, the Amsterdam Museum (make time to tour this), and the flower market.






	12:00

	Stop for lunch in the Spui neighborhood before completing the walk.






	14:00

	Visit Amsterdam’s two outstanding art museums, located next to each other: the Van Gogh Museum and the Rijksmuseum.






	18:00

	Dinner.






	20:00

	Stroll the Red Light District for some memorable window-shopping.









Day 2








	10:00

	Start your day with a one-hour canal boat tour.






	11:00

	Visit the sights of your choice around Rembrandtplein (Rembrandt’s House, Waterlooplein flea market—closed Sun, Gassan Diamonds polishing demo, Dutch Resistance Museum).






	17:00

	Tour the Anne Frank House (reserve online starting two months in advance).






	18:30

	Take my self-guided Jordaan Walk.






	20:00

	Dinner in the Jordaan neighborhood.









Day 3


Use this day to browse the wide variety of Amsterdam’s museums—the Amstelkring, Royal Palace, Stedelijk, Bags and Purses, Pipe, and Houseboat (see the Sights in Amsterdam chapter for more ideas). Or visit the nearby town of Haarlem, only 20 minutes away by train.


Day 4


Visit Delft. Or side-trip by train to an open-air museum; choose among folk museums at Enkhuizen and Zaandijk (Zaanse Schans Museum), or Arnhem’s Netherlands Open-Air Museum. Unless you’re visiting far-flung Arnhem, you could also easily fit in a short visit to nearby Edam.


With More Time


Plenty more destinations await you in the Netherlands.


Amsterdam Overview


TOURIST INFORMATION


Amsterdam’s main TI, located across the street from Centraal Station, is centrally located, but it’s crowded and sometimes inefficient (Mon-Sat 9:00-17:00, Sun 10:00-16:00, tel. 020/702-6000). The TI sells a good city map (€2.50; skip the poor quality free version) and the A-Mag entertainment guide (€3.50). A second Centraal Station TI is in the new section on the north side. While it’s labeled the “I Amsterdam Store,” it really is an official TI and is much less crowded (Mon-Sat 8:00-19:00 except Thu-Sat until 20:00, Sun 9:00-18:00).


Also helpful and possibly less crowded are the TIs at Schiphol Airport (daily 7:00-22:00) and in the town of Haarlem.


ARRIVAL IN AMSTERDAM


By Train


The portal connecting Amsterdam to the world is its aptly named Centraal Station (Amsterdam Centraal). The Dutch spent a lot of money renovating this station—the north side looks more like a modern airport terminal than a century-old train station, and there are two luxury shopping areas down the middle called IJ Passage and Amsterdam Passage.




Daily Reminder


The biggest Amsterdam sights—the Rijksmuseum, the Van Gogh Museum, and the Anne Frank House—are open daily year-round.


Sunday: These sights have limited, afternoon-only hours today: the Amstelkring Museum (13:00-18:00) and Old Church (13:00-17:30). The Westerkerk church and tower and the Old Church tower are closed, as is the Waterlooplein flea market.


Monday: The Canal House is closed year-round, and the Houseboat Museum is closed off-season (Sept-June). Many businesses are closed Monday morning.


Tuesday: All recommended sights are open.


Wednesday: All recommended sights are open.


Thursday: All recommended sights are open.


Friday: Westerkerk hosts a free organ concert most Fridays at 13:00 (May-Oct).


Saturday: All recommended sights are open.


Sights Open Late: Most major sights close by 17:00, but in summer (April-Oct) the Westerkerk church tower stays open until 20:00 (Mon-Sat) and the Anne Frank House is open daily until 22:00. The city’s naughty sights, as you might expect, stay open late every day (Hash, Marijuana, and Hemp Museum until 22:00, Damrak Sex Museum until 23:00, and Erotic and Red Light Secrets museums until 24:00).


On Fridays year-round, the Stedelijk Museum is open until 22:00 and the House of Bols and Van Gogh Museum are open until 21:00. On Saturdays, the House of Bols is open until 21:00 year-round and the Van Gogh Museum is open until 21:00 (July-Aug).


Sights Open Early: Most sights open at 10:00 or 11:00. Early birds will find the doors open at 9:00 for the Rijksmuseum, Van Gogh Museum, Anne Frank House, Netherlands Maritime Museum, and diamond tours. The Begijnhof courtyard opens at 8:00.





Trains arrive on a level above the station. Go down the stairs or the escalator (at the “A” end of the platform). As you descend from the platforms, follow signs to Centrum to reach the city center. (Those wanting buses and river ferries or the second TI should head in the opposite direction, to the north/Noord exit.)


The station is fully equipped. International train-ticket offices are near the Centrum exits. Luggage lockers are in the east corridor, under the “B” end of the platforms (always open, can fill up on busy summer weekends). You’ll also find plenty of shops, eateries, and “to go” supermarkets. The Service Point store in the northern section is a handy place to buy a SIM card, mail a package, or print a ticket (daily 7:00-22:00). Platform 2 (at train level) is lined with eateries, including the tall, venerable, 1920s-style First Class Grand Café.


If you need to buy train tickets, ticket machines accept cash (coins only) as well as most US credit cards (with a chip and PIN). If your card won’t work at the machine, the staff in the ticket office can process the transaction. You can buy tickets for Amsterdam’s public transport system from machines labeled Tram Bus Metro Tickets. (Before buying that first tram or train ticket, consider your various pass options, described under “Getting Around Amsterdam: By Tram, Bus, and Metro,” later.)


Getting into Town: To get from the station to your hotel, you can walk, take a tram, hop on a rental bike, or catch a taxi. For more specifics on each option, see the “Getting Around Amsterdam” section, later.


Exiting the station, you’re in the heart of the city. Straight ahead is Damrak street, leading to Dam Square (a 10-minute walk away). To your left are the main TI, the GVB public-transit information office, and two bike-rental places: MacBike (in the station building), and Star Bikes (a seven-minute walk past the station).


To the right of the station lie the postcard-perfect neighborhoods of West Amsterdam; some of my recommended hotels are within walking distance. Also to your right are taxis—pricey, but can be worth it when dealing with baggage, jet lag, and trying to find your hotel.


Trams are easy. Trams #2, #11, and #12 all start here (in front of the station) and follow the same route through the center of town with stops within easy walking distance of most of my recommended hotels. You can buy tickets from machines inside the station or at the tram stop (coins or credit cards). Or simply hop on, buy your ticket on board (ticket booth is usually in the back, credit cards only), and you’re on your way.


By Plane


For details on getting from Schiphol Airport into downtown Amsterdam, see the Amsterdam Connections chapter.


HELPFUL HINTS


Theft Alert: Tourists are considered green and rich, and the city has more than its share of hungry thieves—especially in the train station, on trams, in and near crowded museums, at places of drunkenness, and at the many hostels. Wear your money belt. If there’s a risk you’ll be out late high or drunk, leave all valuables in your hotel. Blitzed tourists are easy targets for petty theft.


Emergency Telephone Number: Throughout the Netherlands, dial 112.


Street Smarts: Beware of silent transportation—trams, electric mopeds, and bicycles—when walking around town. Don’t walk on tram tracks or pink/maroon bicycle paths. Before you step off a sidewalk, double-check both directions to make sure all’s clear.


Sightseeing Strategies: Admission prices are high and major sights—such as the Anne Frank House, Van Gogh Museum, and Rijksmuseum—can have long ticket-buying lines. Advance tickets and/or a sightseeing card such as the Museumkaart or I Amsterdam City Card can help minimize standing in line. For details on other tips, see “Advance Tickets and Sightseeing Passes” on here.


Shop Hours: Most shops are open Tuesday through Saturday 10:00-18:00, and Sunday and Monday 12:00-18:00. Some shops stay open later (21:00) on Thursdays. Supermarkets are generally open Monday through Saturday 8:00-20:00 and have shorter hours or are closed on Sundays.


Busy Weekends: Every year, King’s Day (Koningsdag, April 27) and Gay Pride (late-July-early-Aug) bring big crowds, fuller hotels, and inflated room prices. SAIL Amsterdam, a festival featuring tall ships and other historic boats, is held every five years (next in 2020).


Resources for Gay Travelers: A short walk from Centraal Station down Damrak is GAYtic, a TI specifically oriented to gay travelers (Mon-Sat 11:00-20:00, Sun 12:00-20:00, Spuistraat 44, tel. 020/330-1461, www.gaytic.nl). Pink Point, in a kiosk outside Westerkerk and next to the Homomonument, is less of a resource, but has advice about nightlife (usually daily 10:00-18:00, tel. 020/428-1070).


Language Barrier: This is one of the easiest places in the non-English-speaking world for an English speaker. Nearly all signs and services are offered in two languages: Dutch and “non-Dutch” (i.e., English).


English Bookstores: For fiction and guidebooks, try the American Book Center at Spui 12, right on the square (Mon 12:00-20:00, Tue-Sat from 10:00, Sun 11:00-18:30, tel. 020/535-2575). The huge and helpful Scheltema is near Dam Square at Rokin 9 (generally daily 10:00-19:00; lots of English novels, guidebooks, and maps; tel. 020/523-1411). Waterstone’s Booksellers, a UK chain, also sells British newspapers (generally daily 9:30-18:30, near Spui at 152 Kalverstraat, tel. 020/638-3821). Expect shorter hours on Monday and Sunday.


Maps: Given the city’s maze of streets and canals, I’d definitely get a good city map (€2.50 at Centraal Station TI). I also like the Carto Studio Centrumkaart Amsterdam map. The app called Amsterdam—The Map provides a good online tourist map (requires data). City Maps 2Go lets you download searchable offline maps. Other offline maps to consider include Apple Maps and Navfree.


Pharmacy: The shop named DA (Dienstdoende Apotheek) has all the basics—shampoo and toothpaste—as well as a pharmacy counter hidden in the back (Mon-Sat 9:00-22:00, Sun from 11:00, Leidsestraat 74 near where it meets Keizersgracht, tel. 020/627-5351). Near Dam Square, there’s BENU Apotheek (Mon-Fri 8:00-17:30, Sat 10:00-17:00, Sun from 12:00, Damstraat 2, tel. 020/624-4331).


Laundry: Try Clean Brothers Wasserij in the Jordaan (self-service daily 8:00-20:00; drop-off available Mon-Fri 9:00-17:00, Sat until 18:00, ready in an hour, no drop-off Sun; Westerstraat 26, one block from Prinsengracht, tel. 020/627-9888) or Powders, near Leidseplein (self-service daily 8:00-22:00; drop-off available Mon-Fri 8:00-17:00, Sat 9:00-15:00, no drop-off Sun; Kerkstraat 56, one block south of Leidsestraat, mobile 06-5741-2403).


Best Views: Although sea-level Amsterdam is notoriously horizontal, there are a few high points where you can get the big picture. My favorite is the rooftop Sky Lounge Amsterdam, on the 11th floor of the DoubleTree by Hilton Hotel (daily until very late, 5-minute walk east of train station; see here). Other good choices are from the top-floor view restaurant at the Central Library (Openbare Bibliotheek Amsterdam; see here), or nearby, the rooftop terrace—generally open to the public—at the NEMO science museum. It’s pricey, but the A’DAM Tower has a sky deck and even a swing about 20 stories above the city (€13.50, €12.50 online, daily 10:00-22:00, next to the EYE Film Institute, www.adamlookout.com). The Westerkerk—a stop on my Jordaan Walk and convenient for anyone visiting the Anne Frank House—has a climbable tower with fine views. Another option is the tower of the Old Church (Oude Kerk) in the Red Light District.


GETTING AROUND AMSTERDAM


Amsterdam is big, and you’ll find the trams handy. The longest walk a tourist would make is an hour from Centraal Station to the Rijksmuseum. When you’re on foot, be extremely vigilant for silent but potentially painful bikes, trams, and crotch-high bollards.


By Tram, Bus, and Metro


Amsterdam’s public transit system includes trams, buses, and an underground Metro. Of these, trams are most useful for most tourists.


Information: For more on riding public transit and a free transit map, visit the helpful GVB public-transit information office in front of Centraal Station (Mon-Fri 7:00-21:00, Sat-Sun from 8:00, www.gvb.nl). The official GVB app offers route-planning features and real-time updates on buses, trams, Metro, trains, and ferries. Citymapper also offers an app that lets you search transit options and comes with offline maps of Amsterdam’s public transit system.


Single Tickets and Day Passes: Consider your options before you buy that first ticket. Within Amsterdam, a single transit ticket costs €3 and is good for one hour on the tram, bus, and Metro, including transfers. I find these “OV paper card” one-hour tickets to be the easiest option for short visits. But a pass is more economical if you’re staying in Amsterdam for a few days and riding a lot of trams.
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Passes good for unlimited city transit are available for 24 hours (€7.50), 48 hours (€12.50), 72 hours (€17.50), and 96 hours (€22.50). There are also passes that cover both the tram-bus-Metro system and train rides in the Netherlands (discussed below).


You can buy tickets and day passes from ticket machines at most tram stops, or on board all buses and most trams. Ticket machines are easy to use: Press English to start, select your kind of ticket or day pass, then the method of payment, then pay by inserting coins or sticking your US credit card in the slot and entering your PIN.


If you buy on board, the ticket booth is usually at the rear of the tram or bus. (If there’s no conductor, pay the driver in front.) On board, you can only pay with a credit card (may need PIN); cash is not accepted, and 96-hour passes are not available. The full range of tickets and passes are also available at Metro-station vending machines, at GVB public-transit offices, at TIs, and at some souvenir shops.


The I Amsterdam City Card, a sightseeing pass, also covers all tram, bus, and Metro travel within Amsterdam (see “Advance Tickets and Sightseeing Passes” on here).


Transit Passes That Include Trains: If you’re staying longer than three or four days or plan to use Dutch trains as well as trams and buses, consider a pass that covers them all.


The best is the TripKey pass. It’s a pay-as-you-go system, with the cost automatically deducted from your credit card. Check their website to be sure passes are available; if yes, order the pass in advance from home and pick it up in the Netherlands. Convenient spots are the Hertz car rental desk at Schipol Airport, the Amsterdam Ticket Shop at Kerkstraat 155a in Central Amsterdam (see map on here), and the Haarlem TI (check www.tripkey.nl/pick-up-locations to confirm pick-up spots). Another option you might see is the OV-chipkaart, but it’s not as useful for short-term visits. For details on both cards, see the sidebar on here.


If you don’t get the TripKey, and plan to stick to Amsterdam, the Amsterdam Travel Ticket covers trams, buses, and the Metro plus the train ride to and from Schiphol Airport (€16/1 day, €21/2 days, €26/3 days, http://en.gvb.nl/amsterdam-travel-ticket). If you plan to make day trips outside Amsterdam, consider the Amsterdam & Region Travel Ticket. This covers in-city trams and buses, as well as trains to nearby destinations such as Haarlem, Zaanse Schans, Edam, Volendam, Marken (by bus), Aalsmeer, and Schipol Airport. If you do two or more day trips, the 2- or 3-day passes can save you a little money and the hassle of lining up for individual tickets (€26/2 days, €33.50/3 days; one-day pass not worth it); sold at I Amsterdam TIs and stores, and ticket machines at Schipol and Centraal Station on the IJ-Hall (north side); www.iamsterdam.com.


Riding Trams: Board the tram at any door not marked with a red/white “do not enter” sticker. Once aboard, you must immediately “check in” by touching your pass or paper ticket to one of the pink-and-gray scanners. The scanner will beep and flash a green light after a successful scan. Be careful not to accidentally scan your ticket or pass twice while boarding, or it becomes invalid. Just before exiting, you must “check out” by scanning it again. Occasionally controllers fine people who don’t check in and out, and if you have a TripKey pass and forget to check out, you’ll be charged for a longer journey. To open the rear door when you reach your stop, press a button on one of the poles near the exit. Don’t try to exit through the front door—it’s not allowed.


If you get lost in Amsterdam, remember that most of the city’s trams eventually take you back to Centraal Station, and nearly all drivers speak English.


Buses and Metro: Tickets and passes work on buses and the Metro as they do on the trams—pay with a credit card (may need PIN; no cash), and scan your ticket or pass as you enter and again when you leave. The Metro system is limited and used mostly for commuting to the suburbs—but it does loosely connect Centraal Station with some sights to the south (Rokin-Vijzelgracht-De Pijp) and east (Nieuwmarkt-Waterlooplein-Weesperplein) of Damrak.




Amsterdam by Tram


Amsterdam becomes much easier to wrap your brain around when you master the two main tram corridors—north-south and north-east. Here’s a quick overview:
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As if made for the sightseer, trams #2, #11, and #12 travel north-south, connecting Centraal Station, the Jordaan neighborhood, many of my recommended hotels, and Leidseplein. Trams #2 and #12 continue beyond Leidseplein to the Rijksmuseum, Van Gogh Museum, and Vondelpark. The entire ride takes about 20 minutes, with trams zipping by every few minutes.


Tram #14 runs south-east, connecting Centraal Station to Rembrandtplein, Waterlooplein, and Alexanderplein, and my recommended Southeast Amsterdam sights.


To get to the Anne Frank House and the Jordaan, take tram #13 or #17 from Centraal Station or the west side of Dam Square to Westermarkt, a block from the museum and the Jordaan neighborhood.


Use these trams to lace together your sightseeing—see the transportation map on the next page for a visual aid. All of the trams I mention pass through Dam Square. At any time you can simply hop out, cross the street, and catch a tram heading back to your starting point.


North-South: Trams #2, #11, and #12


Starting at the train station and heading south, here are the stops and landmarks you’ll pass:


Centraal Station: As this is the beginning of the line, any of the trams #2, #11, and #12 that you catch here are headed in the right direction. This tram stop puts you near the Red Light District, Damrak (the beginning of my self-guided Amsterdam City Walk), and all your transportation options (trains, airport shuttles, city buses, other trams, Metro, bike rental, ferry across the IJ).


Nieuwezijds Kolk: There is nothing of interest nearby.


Dam: You’ll roll by the back side of the towering New Church and Royal Palace (on your left). Nearby: Dam Square, Anne Frank House, and starting point for two of my self-guided walks—Jordaan and Red Light District.


Spui: Pronounced spow (rhymes with cow), this word means “spew,” where water was once pushed away over a dike. Nearby: Amsterdam Museum, Begijnhof, the Nine Little Streets shopping zone, and recommended canal boat tours.


Koningsplein: From here, the tram crosses four canals: Singel, Heren, Keizers, and Prinsen. To keep them straight, think “a Single Hairy Kaiser’s Prince really knows his canals.” Nearby: Mint Tower, flower market.


Keizersgracht: Here the street fills with people and gets so narrow that trams share one set of rails, and bikers are required to walk their bikes. This is the vibrant shopping district of modern Amsterdam.


Prinsengracht: You’ll roll past more shops and more pedestrians.


Leidseplein: This is the tourists’ nightlife center, with edgy nightclubs, the famous Bulldog Coffeeshop (marijuana), and the venerable city theater (Stadsschouwburg).


From here, trams #2 and #12 leave the old town, cross the outermost canal, and make these stops:


Rijksmuseum (trams #2 and #12): Here is the popular Museumplein park, Rijksmuseum, House of Bols, and Coster Diamonds.


Van Baerlestraat (trams #2 and #12): Jump out here for the Van Gogh or Stedelijk museums.


Jacob Obrechtstraat (tram #2 only): Here you leave the commotion of the city, heading into a district of high-end apartments, and stopping at the entrance to Vondelpark. Finish your joyride at the inviting Café Gruter (facing the tram stop) or, a block away, the recommended ‘T Blauwe Theehuis—The Blue Tea House.


South-East: Tram #14


Leaving Centraal Station you’ll go south and then east, passing:


Dam Square: At this major hub, you’ll roll past the front of the Royal Palace and through Dam Square itself. Nearby: the New Church, Anne Frank House, and starting point for my Jordaan and Red Light District self-guided walks.


Rokin (Spui): There’s lots to do nearby; see “Spui,” earlier, for a description.


Rembrandtplein: One of the city’s top nightlife spots, this is a good place to hop off for the Tuschinski Theater, Willet-Holthuysen Museum, and the Museum of Bags and Purses.


Waterlooplein: This large square perched on the edge of the historic Jewish Quarter is close to Rembrandt’s House, Gassan Diamonds, Blawbrug (“Blue Bridge”), the Waterlooplein Flea Market, and Hermitage Amsterdam.


Mr. Visserplein: This busy intersection, named after Louis Ernst Visser, a president of the Dutch Supreme Court who protested Jewish oppression during WWII German occupation, is a handy stop for the Jewish Historical Museum and Portuguese Synagogue.


Artis: Hop out here for the Dutch Theater (National Holocaust Museum), Dutch Resistance Museum, Artis Royal Zoo, and De Hortus Botanical Garden.


Alexanderplein: A grand gate that was part of the old city wall graces this intersection, convenient to the Tropical Museum.
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By Bike



Everyone—bank managers, students, pizza delivery boys, and police—uses this mode of transport. It’s by far the smartest way to travel in a city where 40 percent of all traffic rolls on two wheels. You’ll get around town by bike faster than you can by taxi. On my last visit, I rented a bike for five days, chained it to the rack outside my hotel at night, and enjoyed wonderful mobility. I highly encourage this for anyone who wants to get maximum fun per hour in Amsterdam. One-speed bikes, with “brrringing” bells and foot brakes, rent for about €10 per day (cheaper for longer periods) at any number of places—hotels can send you to the nearest spot. If you don’t like the bike you’re given, it’s fine to ask for a better one.


[image: Image]


Rental Shops: Star Bikes Rental has cheap rates, long hours, and inconspicuous black bikes. They’re happy to arrange an after-hours drop-off if you give them your credit-card number and prepay (€5/3 hours, €7/day, €9/24 hours, €12/2 days, €17/3 days, Mon-Fri 8:00-19:00, Sat-Sun from 9:00, shorter hours in winter, requires ID but no monetary deposit, 5-minute walk from east end of Centraal Station—walk underneath tracks near DoubleTree by Hilton Hotel and then turn right, De Ruyterkade 143, tel. 020/620-3215, www.starbikesrental.com).


MacBike, with thousands of bikes, is the city’s bike-rental powerhouse—you’ll see their bright-red bikes everywhere. It has a huge and efficient outlet at Centraal Station (€7.50/3 hours, €9.75/24 hours, €6/extra day, more for 3 gears and optional insurance, 25 percent discount with I Amsterdam City Card; leave €50 deposit plus a copy of your passport, or provide credit-card number; free helmets, also rents electric bikes, daily 9:00-17:45; at east end of station—on the left as you exit; tel. 020/624-8391, www.macbike.nl). Smaller satellites are at Leidseplein (Weteringschans 2) and Waterlooplein (Nieuwe Uilenburgerstraat 116). Return your bike to the station where you rented it. MacBike sells several €1-2 pamphlets outlining bike tours with a variety of themes in and around Amsterdam.


Frederic Rent-a-Bike, a 10-minute walk from Centraal Station, has quality bikes and a helpful staff (€9/3 hours, €15/24 hours—€11 if returned by 17:30, €25/48 hours, €60/week, RS%-10 percent discount, daily 9:00-17:30, no after-hours drop-off, no deposit but must leave credit-card number, Binnen Wieringerstraat 23, tel. 020/624-5509, www.frederic.nl, brothers Marne and Arthur).


Biking Tips: As the Dutch believe in fashion over safety, no one here wears a helmet. They do, however, ride cautiously, and so should you: Use arm signals, follow the bike-only traffic signals, stay in the obvious and omnipresent bike lanes, and yield to traffic on the right. Fear oncoming trams and tram tracks. Carefully cross tram tracks at a perpendicular angle to avoid catching your tire in the rut. Police ticket cyclists just as they do drivers: Obey all traffic signals, and walk your bike through pedestrian zones (fines are reportedly €30-50). Leave texting-while-biking to the locals. Google Maps helpfully includes bicycles as a mode of transportation for the Netherlands. For bike tours, see “Guided Bike Tours,” later.




Bike Theft


Bike thieves are bold and brazen in Amsterdam. Bikes come with two locks and stern instructions to use both. The wimpy ones go through the spokes, whereas the industrial-strength chains are meant to be wrapped around the actual body of the bike and through the front wheel, then connected to something stronger than any human. (Note the steel bike-hitching racks sticking up all around town, called “staples.”) Follow your rental agency’s locking directions diligently. Once, I used both locks, but my chain wasn’t around the main bar of my bike’s body. In the morning, I found only my front tire (still safely chained to the metal fence). If you’re sloppy, it’s an expensive mistake and one that any “included” theft insurance won’t cover.
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By Boat


While the city is great on foot, bike, or tram, you can also get around Amsterdam by hop-on, hop-off boat. Lovers boat lines shuttle tourists on two routes covering different combinations of the city’s top sights. Their Green Line stops near the Hermitage, Rijksmuseum/Van Gogh Museum, and Centraal Station (€27.50/24-hour pass, roughly every 20 minutes, 2 hours). Sales booths in front of Centraal Station (and the boats) offer free brochures listing museum hours and admission prices. Most routes come with recorded narration (departures daily 9:30-18:15, tel. 020/530-1090, www.lovers.nl).


The similar Stromma is another hop-on, hop-off boat, offering nine stops on two different boat routes (€24.50/24-hour pass, online discounts, departures daily 9:30-19:00, until 20:00 July-Aug, leaves near Centraal Station at the Gray Line dock, tel. 020/217-0500, www.stromma.nl).


If you’re simply looking for a floating, nonstop tour, the regular canal tour boats (without the stops) give more information, cover more ground, and cost less (see “Tours in Amsterdam,” later).


For do-it-yourself canal tours and lots of exercise, Stromma also rents “canal bikes” (a.k.a. paddleboats) at several locations: near the Anne Frank House, near the Rijksmuseum, near Leidseplein, and where Leidsestraat meets Keizersgracht (€10/1 hour, €15/1.5 hours, prices are per person, €20 deposit, mid-March-Oct 10:00-18:00, may be open as late as 21:00 depending on weather).


If you’re a confident boater, consider renting a serious vessel. Sloep Delen Boat Rental has a fleet of 12-seater boats with silent electric motors. Captaining your little ship is fun, and you’re just minutes away from the idyllic canals of the Jordaan neighborhood. Locals book online and use a smartphone to unlock their boat; for tourists it’s smart to call and pay an attendant who will meet you at the dock, give you a little map and suggestions, and set you free (€60/hour for up to 12 people, minimum 2 hours, €150 deposit, on far west side of Jordaan at Nassaukade 69 on Singelgracht canal, tel. 020/419-1007, www.sloepdelen.nl).


By Taxi and Uber


For short rides, Amsterdam is a bad town for taxis. They’re expensive and have to take circuitous routes through winding, traffic-filled streets. Given the good tram system and ease of biking, I use taxis less in Amsterdam than in just about any other city in Europe. The city’s taxis have a drop charge (about €3), after which it’s €2.19 per kilometer. You can wave them down, find a rare taxi stand, call one (tel. 020/777-7777), or download their app (Taxi Amsterdam “TaxiTCA”). All taxis are required to have meters, and accept cash or credit cards.


Uber works in Amsterdam like in the US; you’ll need to use Wi-Fi or cellular data (pricing based on demand; about €30 from the airport into downtown).


You’ll also see bike taxis, particularly near Dam Square and Leidseplein. Negotiate a rate for the trip before you board (no meter), and they’ll wheel you wherever you want to go (estimate €1/3 minutes, no surcharge for baggage or extra weight, sample fare from Leidseplein to Anne Frank House: about €6).


By Car


If you’ve got a car, park it—all you’ll find are frustrating one-way streets, terrible parking, and meter maids with a passion for booting cars parked incorrectly. You’ll pay €70 a day to park safely in a central garage. If you must bring a car to Amsterdam, it’s best to leave it at one of the city’s supervised suburban park-and-ride lots (follow P&R signs from freeway, €8/24 hours, includes round-trip transit into city center for up to five people, 4-day maximum).


Tours in Amsterdam


[image: Image] To sightsee on your own, download my free audio tours that complement my self-guided Amsterdam City, Red Light District, and Jordaan walks (see sidebar on here for details). Some companies offer a discount when you show this book (indicated in these listings with the abbreviation “RS%”).


BY BOAT



▲▲Traditional Canal Boat Tours



These long, low, tourist-laden boats leave continually from several docks around town for a relaxing, if uninspiring, one-hour introduction to the city (with recorded headphone commentary). Some people prefer to cruise at night, when the bridges are illuminated. Select a boat tour based on your proximity to its starting point. I Amsterdam City Card holders should target Blue Boat Company and Gray Line boats, which are covered by that pass. Tip: Boats leave only when full, so jump on a full boat to avoid waiting at the dock.
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Rederij P. Kooij is cheapest (€11; boats docking opposite Centraal Station go 2-3/hour daily 10:00-16:00; boats docking off Rokin 125 go 3/hour in summer 10:00-22:00, 2/hour in winter 10:00-17:00; tel. 020/623-3810, www.rederijkooij.nl).


Blue Boat Company’s boats depart from near Leidseplein (€18, €16 if you book online; daily 10:00-18:00, every half-hour March-Oct, hourly Nov-Feb 10:00-18:00; 1.25 hours, Stadhouderskade 30, tel. 020/679-1370, www.blueboat.nl). Their evening cruise includes the Red Light District (€21, €19 online, nightly at 20:00, 1.5 hours, March-Oct also at 21:00 and 22:00, reservations required).


Gray Line-Stromma offers a standard one-hour trip and a variety of longer tours from the docks opposite Centraal Station (€18, €15 online, 1-hour “100 Highlights” tour with recorded commentary, daily 2-4/hour 9:00-21:00; Prins Hendrikkade 33a, tel. 020/217-0500, www.stromma.nl).


Smaller, Quirkier Canal Boat Tours


Small, unlicensed boat companies with impromptu offerings seem to pop up all over. They are youthful, come with hip narration, encourage drinking, and are simply lots of fun. Most charge about €15 per hour-long tour. Get tips on which tours recent visitors enjoyed by searching “boat tour” on a travel review website, talk to your hotelier, or try one of these more established options:


Those Dam Boat Guys gives 1.5-hour tours with entertaining and knowledgable guides (generally ex-pats who ask for tips) and no set route. They encourage participants to bring a picnic (or drinks, or joints) and make a party of it. There are plenty of rude jokes, so younger kids aren’t their best audience (€25, private tours-€250/up to 10 people, meet at Café Wester on corner of Nieuwe Leliestraat and Prinsengracht, several departures daily, tel. 06-1885-5219, sign up online at www.thosedamboatguys.com, or buy tickets at Tickets and Gifts souvenir shop, Prinsengracht 134, across from Anne Frank House).


Friendship Amsterdam Boat Tours offers more standard one-hour tours in open boats seating about 40 (€15, 3/hour daily between 10:00 and noon, Oudezijds Voorburgwal 230 in Red Light District, tel. 020/334-4774, www.friendshipamsterdam.com).


Canoe Tours near Amsterdam


For some exercise and a dose of the polder country and village life, consider the Wetlands Safari five-hour tour. Majel Tromp, a friendly villager who speaks great English, takes from 2 to 15 people per tour. The program: Meet Majel at the bus stop behind Centraal Station (leave the station from the west corridor and take the escalator up to the buses) at 9:30, catch a public bus, stop for coffee, take a 3.5-hour canoe trip with several stops, tour a village by canoe, munch an included canalside picnic lunch, then canoe and bus back into Amsterdam by 15:00. In summer, a four-hour sunset tour is also available (€64, €35 for kids 7-16, RS%-€5 off when you enter discount code “RICK” when reserving online, 2-3 people per canoe, daily May-mid-Sept, reservations required, mobile 06-5355-2669, www.wetlandssafari.nl, info@wetlandssafari.nl).


ON FOOT


Red Light District Tours


For a stroll through Amsterdam’s most infamous neighborhood, consider this book’s self-guided Red Light District Walk. But if you’d be more comfortable exploring with a group, a guided tour is a good way to go. Randy Roy’s Red Light Tours consists of one expat American woman, Kimberley. She lived in the Red Light District for years and gives fun, casual yet informative 1.5-hour walks through this fascinating and eye-popping neighborhood. Though the actual information is light, you’ll walk through various porn and drug shops with an expert to answer your questions. Call, email, or send a WhatsApp message to reserve (€17.50 includes a drink in a colorful bar at the end, nightly at 20:00, no tours Dec-Feb, meet in front of Victoria Hotel—in front of Centraal Station, mobile 06-4185-3288, www.randyroysredlighttours.com, kimberley@randyroysredlighttours.com).


Food Tours


Amsterdam has many competing food tours. I enjoyed the Eating Amsterdam tour, which takes 8-12 people on an eight-stop, four-hour food tour of the Jordaan neighborhood. You’ll sample cheese, cider, pancakes, bitterballen, herring, apple pie, and more. They also offer a tour that includes a one-hour boat ride (Jordaan tour-€79, Tue–Sat at 11:00; food tour with canal boat-€106, March-Dec Tue–Sat at 10:30; book online or by phone, tel. 020/808-3099, www.eatingamsterdamtours.com, Camilla Lundberg).


Free City Walk


New Europe Tours “employs” native English-speaking students to give irreverent and entertaining three-hour walks (using the same “free tour, ask for tips, sell their other tours” formula popular in so many great European cities). While most guides lack a local’s deep understanding of Dutch culture, not to mention professional training, they’re certainly high-energy. This long walk covers a lot of the city with an enthusiasm for the contemporary pot-and-prostitution scene (free but tips expected, 5/day, www.neweuropetours.eu). They also offer paid tours (Red Light District-€14, daily at 19:00; coffeeshop scene-€14, daily at 15:00; Amsterdam by bike-€20, includes bike, daily at 10:00; food tour-€26, daily at 15:00). All tours leave from the National Monument on Dam Square.


Private Guides


Larae Malooly and her team of guides offer lively cultural and historic tours, with the option to join a small group or upgrade to a private tour tailored to your interests. Themed walks include World War II, Jewish heritage, the Red Light District, and Rembrandt (€35 small group tours up to 10 people, €175 private tours for up to four people, www.amsterdamsel.com).


Albert Walet is a knowledgeable local guide who enjoys personalizing tours for Americans interested in getting to know his city. Al specializes in history, architecture, and water management, and exudes a passion for Amsterdam (€70/2 hours, €120/4 hours, up to 4 people, on foot or by bike, mobile 06-2069-7882, abwalet2@yahoo.nl). Al also takes travelers to nearby Haarlem, Leiden, and Delft, or through rural villages by bike.


Dennis from Love My City Tours is like a personal host who wants you to get the most out of your visit, offering a customized introduction to the city’s neighborhoods. He has great tips for places to eat like a local and experiences you won’t find on the tourist route. And he’s happy to help with reservations and planning activities (from €25/person for small groups up to 10, private tours from €100, mobile 06-3840-2919, www.lovemycitytours.com, support@lovemycitytours.com).


BY BIKE


Guided Bike Tours


Yellow Bike Guided Tours offers city bike tours of either two hours (€24.50, daily at 10:30, in winter at 13:30) or three hours (€27.50, daily at 13:30), which both include a 20-minute break. They also offer a four-hour, 15-mile tour of the dikes and green pastures of the countryside (€34.50, lunch extra, includes 45-minute break, April-Oct daily at 10:30). All tours leave from Nieuwezijds Kolk 29, three blocks from Centraal Station (reservations smart, tel. 020/620-6940, www.yellowbike.nl). If you’d prefer a private guided bike tour, contact Albert Walet, listed earlier.


Joy Ride Bike Tours is a creative little company run by Americans Sean and Allison Cody. They offer group tours designed to show you all of the clichés—cheese, windmills, and clogs—as you pedal through the pastoral polder land in 4.5 hours (€40, €35 online, April-Sept Sat, Mon, and Thu, meet at 10:15 and depart precisely at 10:30, no kids under age 13; private themed tours are also offered spring-fall, €200/4 people plus €50/person after that). Helmets, rain gear, and saddlebags are included. Tours meet behind the Rijksmuseum next to Cobra Café; private tours must be booked in advance (mobile 06-4361-1798, www.joyridetours.nl).


Do-It-Yourself Bike Tour of Amsterdam


A day enjoying the bridges, bike lanes, and sleepy, off-the-beaten-path canals on your own bike is an essential Amsterdam experience. The real joys of Europe’s best-preserved 17th-century city are the countless intimate glimpses it offers: the laid-back locals sunning on their porches under elegant gables, rusted bikes that look as if they’ve been lashed to the same lamppost since the 1960s, wasted hedonists planted on canalside benches, and happy sailors permanently moored, but still manning the deck.
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For a good day trip, rent a bike at or near Centraal Station (see here). Head west down Haarlemmerstraat, working your wide-eyed way down Prinsengracht (drop into Café ’t Papeneiland at Prinsengracht 2) and detouring through the small, gentrified streets of the Jordaan neighborhood before popping out at the Westerkerk under the tallest spire in the city.


Pedal south to the lush and peaceful Vondelpark, then cut back through the center of town (Leidseplein to the Mint Tower, along Rokin street to Dam Square). From there, cruise the Red Light District, following Oudezijds Voorburgwal past the Old Church (Oude Kerk) to Zeedijk street, and return to the train station.


Then, you can escape into the countryside by hopping on the free ferry behind Centraal Station (described next). In five minutes, Amsterdam is gone, and you’re rolling through your very own Dutch painting.


Taking Bikes Across the Harbor on a Free Ferry


Behind Centraal Station is a little commuter port where four ferries come and go constantly (free, bikes welcome, signs count down minutes until next departure), offering two quick little excursions.


EYE Film Institute: The middle two ferries (labeled Buiksloterweg) run immediately across the harbor (3-minute ride). The striking EYE Film Institute Netherlands complex is about 200 yards to the left of the ferry landing. And a bike path leads from the ferry landing directly ahead for a mile along the tree-lined North Holland Canal to a little windmill—biking there takes about 10 minutes—and eventually into the wide-open polder land and villages.


Industrial Port and Hipster Zone: Ferries leaving from the far-left “NDSM” wharf cruise 10 minutes across the North Sea Canal (2/hour, generally departing at :15 and :45). This gives a fun peek at the fifth-biggest harbor in Europe (nearby Rotterdam is number one); old wheat silos now renovated into upscale condos; and the shoreline of north Amsterdam, where the new Metro connection to the center is bringing growth, with lots of new apartments under construction. The ferry deposits you in an industrial wasteland (a vacant old warehouse just past the modern MTV headquarters building is filled with artist studios, wacky ventures, and a noisy skateboard hall). IJ-Kantine is a fine modern restaurant/café 30 yards from the ferry landing (daily from 9:00, tel. 020/633-7162).


TOUR PACKAGES FOR STUDENTS


Andy Steves (Rick’s son) runs Weekend Student Adventures (WSA Europe), offering 3-day and 10-day budget travel packages across Europe including accommodations, skip-the-line sightseeing, and unique local experiences. Locally guided and DIY options are available for student and budget travelers in 13 of Europe’s most popular cities, including Amsterdam (guided trips from €199, see www.wsaeurope.com for details). Check out Andy’s tips, resources, and podcast at www.andysteves.com.





[image: Image]



SIGHTS IN AMSTERDAM


Amsterdam at a Glance


ADVANCE TICKETS AND SIGHTSEEING PASSES


SOUTHWEST AMSTERDAM


▲▲▲Rijksmuseum


▲▲▲Van Gogh Museum


▲▲Stedelijk Museum


▲Museumplein


House of Bols: Cocktail & Genever Experience


Heineken Experience


De Pijp District


▲Vondelpark


SOUTHERN CANAL BELT


▲Leidseplein


Rembrandtplein and Tuschinski Theater


Pipe Museum (Pijpenkabinet)


Map: Southern Canal Belt


▲Willet-Holthuysen Museum (a.k.a. Herengracht Canal Mansion)


Museum of Bags and Purses (Tassenmuseum Hendrikje)


WEST AMSTERDAM


▲▲▲Anne Frank House


Houseboat Museum (Woonbootmuseum)


Westerkerk


Reypenaer Cheese Tasting Rooms


The Canal House (Het Grachtenhuis)


CENTRAL AMSTERDAM, NEAR DAM SQUARE


▲Royal Palace (Koninklijk Huis)


Map: Central Amsterdam


New Church (Nieuwe Kerk)


▲▲Amsterdam Museum


▲Begijnhof


RED LIGHT DISTRICT


▲▲Amstelkring Museum


▲▲Red Light District Walk


Sex Museums


Old Church (Oude Kerk)


Marijuana Sights in the Red Light District


NORTHEAST AMSTERDAM


Central Library (Openbare Bibliotheek Amsterdam)


NEMO (National Center for Science and Technology)


▲▲Netherlands Maritime Museum (Nederlands Scheepvaartmuseum)


Map: Northeast Amsterdam


NORTH AMSTERDAM


▲EYE Film Institute Netherlands


SOUTHEAST AMSTERDAM


Map: Southeast Amsterdam


Waterlooplein Flea Market


▲Rembrandt’s House (Museum Het Rembrandthuis)


Gassan Diamonds


▲▲Hermitage Amsterdam


De Hortus Botanical Garden


▲Jewish Historical Museum (Joods Historisch Museum) and Portuguese Synagogue


▲Dutch Theater (Hollandsche Schouwburg), a.k.a. National Holocaust Memorial


▲▲Dutch Resistance Museum (Verzetsmuseum)


▲Tropical Museum (Tropenmuseum)


One of Amsterdam’s delights is that it has perhaps more small specialty museums than any other city its size. From houseboats to sex, from marijuana to Old Masters, you can find a museum to suit your interests.


The following sights are arranged by neighborhood for handy sightseeing. In this chapter, some of Amsterdam’s most important sights have the shortest listings and are marked with a [image: Image]. That’s because they are covered in much more depth in one of the self-guided walks or tours in this book. A [image: Image] means the walk or tour is available as a free audio tour (via my Rick Steves Audio Europe app—see here).


ADVANCE TICKETS AND SIGHTSEEING PASSES


You should buy advance tickets online for the extremely popular Anne Frank House, Van Gogh Museum, and Rijksmuseum. Alternatively, a sightseeing pass lets you skip the ticket lines, though you still need to reserve an entrance time for the Anne Frank House and Van Gogh Museum. Entry to most sights is free with a sightseeing pass (in this chapter, I’ve only noted those that aren’t covered).


Advance Tickets: It’s smart to buy tickets online for the three major museums through each museum’s website, generally with no extra booking fee. Just print out your ticket and bring it to the ticket-holder’s line for a quick entry. You can also buy advance tickets at TIs (though lines there can be long). Reservations for the Anne Frank House are extremely limited: Buy your ticket starting two months prior to the date of your visit (see here).


Museumkaart: This €60 sightseeing pass might be worthwhile for a short stay in the Netherlands, but can be a very good deal (with a little effort) for those staying longer. Here’s how it works.


You buy the card at museums in the Netherlands (only Dutch citizens can buy it online). This is a temporary card that gives you five admissions, which can be used at around 400 museums throughout the Netherlands for 31 days. In Amsterdam, if you visit the Rijksmuseum, Van Gogh Museum, Anne Frank House, and Amsterdam Museum, the pass almost pays for itself (on their own, these four add up to €58). In addition, the card lets you skip the ticket line at the Rijksmuseum. But at the Anne Frank House you still must make an online reservation, and at the Van Gogh Museum, you only get a shorter line (and, during busy times, even card holders must reserve a time slot online). At some sights, you may have to wait a bit at the ticket counter for them to issue you a paper ticket.


Once you’ve bought your temporary (31-day) card, you can upgrade it to a one-year card covering unlimited admissions. You do it by registering your card online at www.museumkaart.nl/Registration. You put in your card number, fill out some basic info (name, address, email, etc.), pay an additional €4.95, and upload a profile photo (easy). In the next few days, they mail the new one-year card to you at whatever address you put down (a hotel in the Netherlands, for example).


Whichever version (temporary or one-year), the card covers many sights mentioned in this book, including Amsterdam’s Royal Palace, New Church, Hermitage, Jewish Historical Museum, Amstelkring, Willet-Holthuysen, Stedelijk, plus about 30 more. Beyond Amsterdam, the pass covers most of the Zaanse Schans sights, Haarlem’s Frans Hals Museum, Museum Haarlem, and Teylers Museum, Delft’s Prinsenhof Museum and churches, The Hague’s Mauritshuis Museum, the Kröller-Müller Museum near Arnhem, and Arnhem’s Netherlands Open-Air Museum, as well as many more. The best list of the 400 included museums is http://dutchmuseums.com/museumcard.php. I simply present my card at any Dutch museum to see if it’s accepted.


The Museumkaart is sold at many participating museums. Buy it at a less crowded one to avoid lines. On Dam Square, get it at the Royal Palace or New Church, or at the Amsterdam Museum a few blocks away. Near Museumplein, buy it at the Stedelijk Museum or Coster Diamonds.


I Amsterdam City Card: Not as good a deal, the I Amsterdam City Card covers many Amsterdam sights (including a canal boat ride) and includes a transportation pass. But it doesn’t cover the Anne Frank House or museums outside of Amsterdam, and it only lets you skip lines at the Van Gogh Museum when online reservations are not required (€59/24 hours, €74/48 hours, €87/72 hours). A list of covered sights is at www.iamsterdamcard.com.


Other passes you’ll see advertised, the Holland Pass and the Amsterdam City Pass, are not worth it.


Without Advance Tickets or a Pass: If you end up visiting the Anne Frank House without a reservation, trim your time in line by showing up late in the day; this works better in early spring and fall than in summer, when even after-dinner lines can be long. You can visit the Van Gogh Museum on weekend evenings until 21:00—with fewer lines or crowds—on Fridays year-round, and some Saturdays (July-Aug). For the Rijksmuseum and Van Gogh Museum, you may be able to buy same-day skip-the-line tickets at the Tours & Tickets shop on Museumplein and other locations around town.


SOUTHWEST AMSTERDAM


The following sights are located on or near the square called Museumplein. For locations, see the map on here.



▲▲▲Rijksmuseum



Built to house the nation’s great art, the Rijksmuseum (RIKES-moo-zay-oom) owns several thousand paintings, including an incomparable collection of 17th-century Dutch Masters: Rembrandt, Vermeer, Hals, and Steen. Its vast collection also includes interesting artifacts—such as furniture—that help bring the Golden Age to life.


[image: Image]


Cost and Hours: €17.50, use a Museumkaart or buy an advance ticket to get in faster via a special entrance (no special entrance for I Amsterdam City Card holders); open daily 9:00-17:00, audioguide-€5 or download free smartphone app, tram #2 or #12 from Centraal Station to Rijksmuseum stop; info tel. 020/674-7047 or switchboard tel. 020/674-7000, www.rijksmuseum.nl. The entrance is off the passageway that tunnels right through the center of the building.


[image: Image] See the Rijksmuseum Tour chapter.



▲▲▲Van Gogh Museum



Near the Rijksmuseum, this remarkable museum features works by the troubled Dutch artist whose art seemed to mirror his life. Vincent, who killed himself in 1890 at age 37, is best known for sunny, Impressionist canvases that vibrate and pulse with vitality. The museum’s 200 paintings—which offer a virtual stroll through the artist’s work and life—were owned by Theo, Vincent’s younger, art-dealer brother. Highlights include Sunflowers, The Bedroom, The Potato Eaters, and many brooding self-portraits. The third floor shows works that influenced Vincent, from Monet and Pissarro to Gauguin, Cézanne, and Toulouse-Lautrec. The worthwhile multimedia guide includes insightful commentaries and quotes from Vincent himself. Temporary exhibits fill the new wing, down the escalator from the ground-floor lobby.


[image: Image]




Planning a Three-Museum Day


To see the Rijksmuseum, Van Gogh Museum, and Stedelijk Museum in a single day, there are two good strategies.


One approach is to see the museums chronologically, in historical order: First, Old Masters at the Rijks, then Impressionism at the Van Gogh, and finishing with modern art at the Stedelijk.


But if you’re in town during the busy season, you can avoid crowds by following this plan: See the Van Gogh Museum right when it opens at 9:00, then visit the less-congested Stedelijk. From there, you could take in some extra sights (Coster Diamonds and the House of Bols on the Museumplein; see here), and have lunch. Finally, hit the Rijksmuseum after 14:00, when crowds there begin to subside.





Cost and Hours: €18; skip the ticket-buying line with a timed-entry ticket (available up to four months in advance), Museumkaart, or I Amsterdam City Card; during busy times, tickets may be available online only (no in-person ticket sales, reservations required for pass holders); open daily April-Aug 9:00-19:00, Fri until 21:00, Sat until 18:00 (April-June) and 21:00 (July-Aug); Sept-Oct 9:00-18:00, Fri until 21:00; Nov-March 9:00-17:00, Fri until 21:00—confirm evening hours before your visit; multimedia guide-€5, kids’ multimedia guide-€3, Paulus Potterstraat 7, tram #2 or #12 from Centraal Station to Van Baerlestraat or Rijksmuseum stop, tel. 020/570-5200, www.vangoghmuseum.com.


[image: Image] See the Van Gogh Museum Tour chapter.



▲▲Stedelijk Museum



The Netherlands’ top modern-art museum is filled with a permanent collection of 20th-century classics as well as far-out, refreshing, cutting-edge temporary exhibits.


[image: Image]


Cost and Hours: €17.50, daily 10:00-18:00, Fri until 22:00, top-notch gift shop, Paulus Potterstraat 13, tram #2 or #12 from Centraal Station to Van Baerlestraat, tel. 020/573-2911, www.stedelijk.nl. The fine included audioguide covers both permanent and temporary exhibits.




Amsterdam at a Glance


▲▲▲Rijksmuseum Best collection anywhere of the Dutch Masters—Rembrandt, Hals, Vermeer, and Steen—in a spectacular setting. Hours: Daily 9:00-17:00. See here.





▲▲▲Van Gogh Museum More than 200 paintings by the angst-ridden artist. Hours: Daily April-Aug 9:00-19:00, Fri until 21:00, Sat until 18:00 (April-June) and 21:00 (July-Aug); Sept-Oct 9:00-18:00, Fri until 21:00; Nov-March 9:00-17:00, Fri until 21:00. See here.





▲▲▲Anne Frank House Young Anne’s hideaway during the Nazi occupation. Hours: April-Oct daily 9:00-22:00; Nov-March Mon-Fri 9:00-20:00, Sat until 22:00, Sun until 19:00. See here.





▲▲Stedelijk Museum The Netherlands’ top modern-art museum. Hours: Daily 10:00-18:00, Fri until 22:00. See here.
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