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COMMUTING THE LOW COUNTRIES 
 

 

THE VISIBLE BOUNDARY 

 

Friday means it’s time to pack my trolley and board the international train. My roots take 

me from Amsterdam to Ghent and my studies bring me back again. This travelling, from 

the very heart of Holland down to the centre of Flanders, has become my weekly routine, 

though what I see hasn’t yet stopped intriguing me. 

 In between the Netherlands and Flanders there are no obstacles like a ravine, no 

border patrol, nor are there any fences to be spotted. Still, some things do noticeably 

change. When the train transits from Roosendaal to Essen it is as if the background 

approaches the vehicle on both sides. The landscape folds inwards and we are riding 

through forest. The farmlands further on look quite old, small and irregular, dotted with 

rows of pollard willows. Some posh villas lay scattered in the pastures, alternating with 

unfinished rows of individual houses. An array of peculiar backyards with home-made 

sheds and plastic swimming pools interludes the next station. Almost within hand's reach, 

the most intimate urbanised patchwork is laid bare. This is Flanders, in all its messy 

pleasantness. 

 Everyone entering Holland will likewise be struck by how neat and clean the country 

is. No matter where or how far the eye is led, the intention of geometric arrangement is 

unmistakeably visible. The endlessness of the impoldered plains makes for a mind-

soothing, yet unsurprising landscape. Long lines of poplars indicate important roads, a 

ditch is part the orthogonal drainage network. When the railway carriage enters a city, 

rows and rows of uniform housing portray themselves orderly. Holland seems rather sterile 

and impersonal. Yet, intimidated, I have to admit: this is the human environment at its most 

advanced. 

 Seeing Flanders and Holland in this weekly fashion, has kept me in a perpetual state 

of wonder. How did two small bordering nations come to be so fundamentally different? 
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TOGETHERNESS AND SEPARATION 

 

The Flemish and the Dutch have gone through a long history of separation and 

convergence. The lands now known as 'the Netherlands' have once been nursed by the 

grace of Flanders, but when Spanish fury made a heavy blow at the heart of prosperity, the 

Netherlands turned its head the other way. 

 The Low Countries were first united by Charles V of the House of Habsburg in 1482. 

Since then Flanders and The Netherlands formed a personal union, to be ruled by a single 

monarch and never to be divided again1. However, the term ‘personal union’ implies that 

the boundaries, laws and interests of the provinces within the union were distinct. The area 

was called The Seventeen Provinces2; a name that implies the grouping of individual 

entities, indicating at the same time oneness and discord. 

 In 1556 the lands were inherited by Charles’ son; Philip II, King of Spain. Unrest grew 

in the Provinces, as Philips demanded unreasonably high taxes from the population, to pay 

off debts in Spain. The uproar was further aggravated on the religious level, when Philips 

imposed his intolerance towards Protestantism. It was William of Orange, hero of the 

Netherlands, who organised the growing rebellion against Spain, which led to the 80 Years 

War. The Spanish managed to (re)claim provinces, starting from the south, thanks to the 

tactical cunning of their military leader, the Duke of Parma. The Duke sensed two tensions 

in the southernmost provinces; between Flemings and Walloons, Catholics and 

Protestants, and he used this insight to stir the growing discord and bring the Walloon 

provinces to the loyalty of the Spanish king3. As a reaction, a pact was formed in the north: 

The Union of Utrecht. This treaty united seven of the northern provinces, to form a strong 

opposition against Spain. In the mean time, the Duke continued his conquest, now by force 

of arms, towards Brabant and Flanders. Half of Brabant and the whole of Flanders fell into 

his power. 

 The ultimate Spanish victory, the fall of the port city of Antwerp, was a crucial event 

for Flanders, but proved to be even more important for the future of the northern 

Netherlands. The Spanish attacks on Antwerp marked the end of economic bliss for 

Flanders; wool import from England stopped and cloth export ceased. More than half of 

the Antwerpians emigrated even before the final siege of their city, nearly all of them 

fleeing towards safer regions in the north.  

 Zeeland and Holland had the geographic advantage of being very difficult terrains 

for an intruding army to cross. The nature of the delta landscape was unpredictable, which 

undermined military planning. With the help of the English, Zeeland was able to hold back 

the advance of the Spanish. In 1581, the new Republic of the Seven United Provinces 

declared their independence from the Spanish crown4.  
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ON SEPARATE PATHS 

 

Following the exodus, the spirit of the people in the North and in the South became more 

and more estranged. The Republic of The Seven United Provinces in the north was now 

also the new home for those who had emigrated. The indigenous population had been 

mixed with the immigrants, resulting in an attitude that was radicalised and rebellious. 

Those who had been left behind in the south, suffered from a weakened spirit against 

centralisation and Hispanicisation5. They had lost the battle for freedom and had no choice 

but to be obedient, to take orders and live according to the new laws imposed by the 

Spanish reign.  

 Let it be clear that for Spain, the conquest of Flanders must have had priority, as 

Flanders was the most prosperous county of the Low Countries at the time. Ironically, over 

a span of 17 years, the war had rendered Flanders into a scene of desolation. Harbours 

were closed, the land scourged and the villages plundered. The countryside was left 

deserted, its fields slowly turning into forest again. It required at least fifty years to rebuild 

polder dykes and get the agricultural system functioning again. The port city of Antwerp 

never fully recovered. In this crisis, the rich took their chances and became richer while the 

poor were condemned to be poorer. The exodus had caused the price of land drop down 

dramatically. People had no choice but to sell their lands and rich townsmen bought them 

up in large amounts. Large scale land ownership was established. Common people no 

longer had the feeling that the land was theirs to manage. While the Catholic Church held 

a tight grip on the populace, a typical hierarchic structure of social classes crystallised . The 

Spanish monarchy had laid the fundaments for a long tradition of centralised governance in 

Flanders.  

 Nearly all freethinking spirits had fled from the nonconformist monarchy and, with 

them, prosperity had moved up north, to Holland. Amsterdam took over Antwerp’s 

harbour trade and grew steadily into one of the most vigorous cities of 16th-17th century 

Europe. From an economic perspective, the young Republic completely outperformed all 

expectations; it was a surprise to many that a nation not based on the church or on a single 

royal leader could be so successful6. Independence had been gained and the people 

refused to ever let a monarch take over control. The centralisation of power was fiercely 

resisted, while the old local and regional bodies remained largely self-governing7. The 

unruly lands in between the cities presented a difficult task in many of these local 

communities. To survive in the swampy environments, farmers, nobility and townsfolk had 

to join forces and work together, regardless of their rank. By working the landscape 

together, the water was tamed and flooding was also made controllable for purposes of 

defence. A special bond was created in between the people and their landscape.  
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POLDER DUTCH VERSUS ALLOTMENT FLEMISH 

 

At the present day, the words 'Poldernederlands' and 'Verkavelingsvlaams' are frequently 

opposed to each other to express the linguistic divergence of ‘Flemish Dutch’ and ‘Dutch 

Dutch’. I find these expressions amusingly well chosen, as the origin of both lies deeply 

rooted in the landscape, in tradition and in the mentality of the Flemings and the Dutch. I 

will use these linguistic terms as a guide to further illustrate the latest major changes in the 

appearance of city and countryside in both Flanders and The Netherlands. 

 'Poldernederlands' - easily translated to 'Polder Dutch' - is a variation of the Dutch 

language, spotted and named by the Dutch linguist Jan Stroop in the early 90’s. He chose 

to label this language variant with ‘polder-‘ because it seems to have sprouted from the 

economic flourishing of the Netherlands during the last two decennia, resulting from the 

polder model. The polder model stands for a method of reaching consensus through 

negotiation. The whole idea of using the word ‘polder’ in a symbolic context roots back to 

the Middle Ages; when people joined forces to build and maintain dykes, as explained 

earlier in this paper. Reclaiming wetlands, the large scale enterprise that shaped Holland 

into what it is today, was made possible through communication and negotiation. 

Negotiation was and still is the key to spatial planning in Holland. 

 A considerable change in the city scape came in the 1940's. To solve the post-war 

housing problem, the Netherlands chose for a modernist, well-organised approach, in line 

with their social beliefs. The aspiration for the reconstruction was to also rebuild the whole 

society and to end poverty and inequality8. The government started a program of high 

speed building in huge quantities, with the aid of industrial building methods. Efficiency 

and low-cost were two key principles for building the new living environment. Collective 

high-rise blocks and dense terraced houses, both with a minimum of private outdoor 

space, were considered to be able to fulfil the dream of social coherence. Simplified; the 

idea was to pack people together in small, identical units in a shared outdoor space to 

enhance the feeling of equality and solidarity. The outdoors was to be a communal place, a 

shared space to meet and bond with others.  

 It the countryside, a tool called 'land consolidation' was used in order to modernise 

agriculture and to elevate it to a higher level of production9. This was also started by 

means of a government policy based on the idea of a society that was makeable10. Small 

parcels were joined, ditches were realigned, meandering streams were straightened, new 

roads were constructed, farms were reorganised completely. Today's Dutch landscape 

bears witness to this drastic agricultural metamorphosis, which was based primarily on 

economic values.  
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 The word ‘Verkavelingsvlaams’ was introduced by the Flemish writer Geert Van 

Istendael. It is not a regional dialect, but also not correct Dutch; it is a kind of in-between 

language the Flemish use when trying to speak correctly. A viable translation to English 

would be 'Allotment Flemish'. Van Istendael chose to identify this form of Flemish with 

‘verkaveling-’ (allotment), because the phenomenon originated in “the good villa’s, on the 

allotted plots of our mutilated villages”11. When French was no longer spoken to 

distinguish oneself from the poor folk, a variant of Flemish grew to replace it and to meet 

the urge of the individual to stand out from the rest. With this quite dejected expression, 

Van Isendael raises the matter of socio-economic clash that has troubled Flanders since the 

Middle Ages and at the same time he mourns over the spatial implications of the ongoing 

class-struggle after the independence of Belgium in 1830.  

 After a brief 15 years of being reunited with The Netherlands, the Kingdom of 

Belgium was born. The Dutch, feeling insulted, avenged themselves initially by blocking 

the river Scheldt, followed later by many years of claiming toll on the shipping trade. The 

port of Antwerp was once again malfunctioning. Looking for new ways to promote 

economic development, the young state found solutions not on the water, but on the land. 

Modern advances in mobility were deployed and a network of railway lines was carefully 

planned and laid out. In half a century, the whole country was made accessible for trade 

and Belgium played a pioneering role in the planning and construction of railways. Also, 

workfolk could now be transported to factories in the cities or to coalmines in the 

Ardennes.  

 Regardless of the economic success, the struggle between rich and poor was still a 

big issue. Somewhere in the middle of the industrial revolution, clerics saw danger looming 

in the concentration of workfolk in 19th century city belt. Cheap ground combined with 

cheap railway passes had to lure the workfolk to the countryside. Spread out, and 

distanced from the city, the working-class was less tempted towards socialism. At the same 

time, living on the countryside could be seen as a guarantee for self-sufficiency; when one 

was out of work, survival was possible with your own vegetable garden and some livestock.  

The acquisition of private property and a loan to pay off made labourers think twice before 

joining another strike. Family life was further promoted to place the individual above 

collective concerns; the house became ever more important than the city. This resulted in 

what could be called a small scale sense of public responsibility. A Fleming still thinks in 

modest social groups: the family, the neighbourhood, the village. The boundaries of a 

‘communal us’ do not go very much further12. If a large garden and a spacious house is a 

realisable dream, community- or public space becomes of lesser importance.   

 After the second world war, the tradition of private building in the countryside was 

further encouraged by the so-called law 'De Taye'. Subsidies were granted to people who 
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wanted to build in the countryside, rather than in cities. This law made the growth of the so 

called nevelstad13 go out of hand and it is at the base of why Flanders now has the 

appearance of a suburbanised patchwork. The class-struggle was fought with a spatial 

strategy14; fear of socialism paved the way to suburbia in Flanders. 

 

 

CLICHÉS UNRAVELED  

 

In Holland, landscape carries a meaning of public engagement, it has been a communal 

responsibility for ages. In Flanders the landscape is looked at as something that is always 

owned by someone else. The centralisation of power has caused this change of attitude for 

Flanders after the separation of the Low Countries. Catalysed by the industrial revolution 

and post-war demands, the drive of economic well-being an social moral have had a 

dramatic impact on the spatial appearance of Flanders and the Netherlands.  

 Each time I take the cross-border train I think about the events and about the people 

that have shaped the face of the landscape. How did these two small nations become so 

different? Now that many of the explanations have come to me through research, it is a 

quite disillusioning experience to see my environment morph across the border every 

week. I am certain that it is good to travel, to move from one place to another and not to 

take root in a secure and familiar niche for long. Transporting myself to somewhere else 

liberates me from mental chains like pride, patriotism or prejudice.  

 Writing this paper has been an explorative journey, a journey I do not intend to 

conclude by expressing judgements: what I think is wrong and right in the actions that 

have shaped Holland or Flanders. I would like to end with this intuitive conception:  

"The landscape is the oldest living carrier of history and culture. It fascinates, and does so 

in an inexhaustible manner. I do not believe the landscape can ever be destroyed; it will 

outlive all of us and accumulate meaning in the course of time. Meaning is what I value 

most in landscape."  
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!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

1 The Pragmatic Sanction of 1549 determined that the Provinces should remain united in 

the future and inherited by one monarch. (Wikipedia)
!

2 The Seventeen Provinces were: 1. the County of Artois 2. the County of Flanders, 

including the burgraviates of Lille, Douai, Orchies, the Lordship of Tournai and the 

Tournaisis 3. the Lordship of Mechelen 4. the County of Namur 5. the County of Hainaut 6. 

the County of Zeeland 7. the County of Holland 8. the Duchy of Brabant, including the 

Margraviate of Antwerp, the counties of Leuven and of Brussels, and the advocacy of the 

Abbey of Nivelles and of Gembloux 9. the Duchy of Limburg, including the counties of 

Dalhem and Valkenburg and the Lordship of Herzogenrath 10. the Duchy of Luxembourg 

11. the Prince-Bishopric, later Lordship of Utrecht 12. the Lordship of Frisia 13. the Duchy 

of Guelders and the County of Zutphen 14. the Lordships of Groningen 15. the 

Ommelanden 16. the Lordship of Drenthe, Lingen, Wedde, and Westerwolde 17. the 

Lordship of Overijssel (Wikipedia)
!

3 taken from the Wikipedia article: ‘Alexander Farnese, Duke of Parma’
!

4 The Act of Abjuration or 'Plakkaat van Verlatinghe', signed on 26 July 1581, was the 

formal declaration of independence of the Dutch Low Countries from the Spanish king. 

taken from the Wikipedia article 'The Seventeen Provinces' 

5 H. de Schepper (1988) 

6 taken from the Wikipedia article 'Dutch Republic' 

7 Tom Mels (2005) 

8 Bart Lootsma (1995)
!

9 The first law concerning land consolidation in the Netherlands was constituted in 1924, 

but the most important projects were carried out in the years after the second world war.
!

10 Freely interpreted from: Gertruda Maria Andela (2000)
!

11 Translated from the book ‘Het Belgisch Labyrint’ by Geert Van Istendael (2005).
!

12 Freely translated from Walter van den Broeck’s novel ‘Brief aan Boudewijn’ (letter to 

King Baldwin) (1980). 

13 This word, Flemish in origin, was added to the Van Dale Dutch Dictionary in 2006. 

14 Freely translated from: Christian Kesteloot (1999)
!


