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W
ith this guidebook we take a walk through the old town of The 
Hague, where we will be guided by several 17th and 18th century 
eye-witnesses. They were mostly English travelers who wrote 
down their observations, made while traveling in Holland. 
 
Like in the amusing book of Andrew Becket:
‘“Observations made in a trip to Holland … Ha! ha! ha!”
And why that laugh, good Mr. Critic? You imagine, perhaps ... that 
the man who has resided for any little time in Holland must 
necessarily become as dull and phlegmatic as many of its 
inhabitants?
“I do.”
You imagine, likewise, that a Dutchman is totally devoid of 
sentiment; and that a Dutchwoman is an utter stranger to those finer 
affections of the soul which so eminently characterize our lovely 
countrywomen? 
“Undoubtedly.” 
Why then you are undoubtedly mistaken.’ 1786AB￼
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Dear traveler, dear reader
 
 

W
elcome to The Hague!
 
The Hague? Why not go for Amsterdam?
Are you mad? Why choose a crowded, expensive city over this open 
residence? The Hague has its own canals, museums and coffeeshops – 
and even a small red district. But it also has beaches, dunes, and ‘Haagse 
Harry’! So don’t mention Amsterdam anymore, and come along.
 
About this book … A large portion of it is written by English (and some 
French) travelers in Holland, who will be our guides. They wrote about this 
town, The Hague, and its people. Some serious, some cynical, some 
funny. 
They walked around here, roughly between 1688 (when Stadholder 
William III became king of England, and ‘King Billy’ of Ireland and 
Scotland) and 1815 (when William I proclaimed himself king of the 
Netherlands). We will look at The Hague through their eyes.
During most of this period this country was called the ‘Republic of the 
Seven United Netherlands’.
Republic? Hey, but I’m going to Holland, or the Netherlands, or The 
Lowlands, or whatever – that’s a monarchy! 
Yes, we’ll get to that. You are in the right place …
 
First we will walk around in the old town of The Hague, following the 
footsteps of the old travelers, to find out what still remains. After the city 
center, if you have time, there are the old road to the beach of 
Scheveningen and some other side-trips to surrounding districts. All in all, 
including the optional museums and parks, it will keep you busy for a while 


... Weight loss will be guaranteed, if you can resist those beers, french fries 
and waffles.
For the fact-checkers among you, there are links to see if some venues 
sound interesting enough to pay entry fees. And links to the books of our 
distinguished ancient co-authors – for free. Yes, we are frugal folk. Frugal: 
‘zuinig’, your first Dutch word, try to pronounce that!
The year mentioned after a quote refers to the appendix Sources, with a 
list of the authors and book titles. 
 
Is history not really your thing? Or are you not really a reader? Then skip 
those parts. You can always save it for later, in bed, with a last bottle of 
beer, to help you fall asleep …
BTW: this is no guide for hotels, shops, bars, restaurants or 
coffeeshops. Your smartphone can find those ...
 
But beware: in the Netherlands a coffeeshop is where one primarily buys 
a serving of cannabis. For coffee you had better go to a café, a terrace or 
a restaurant.
 
Of course you can also make a ‘virtual’ trip with this book, and visit all 
the places and museums online, sitting on your couch. Or better yet: make 
the trip later and have double the fun!￼
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The origin of The Hague
 
 

T
he origin actually lies at the bottom of the sea. 
The swamp and lakes that formed the coastline gradually changed 
into land, behind sandbanks and dunes. Grasses, herbs and small trees 
grew on the new land. A changing, woody landscape became the home of 
animals. Through many ages the woodland grew along the coast of 
Holland, from the south to the northern tip: an ideal, huge nature reserve ...
 
In this new land, remains have been found of agricultural cultures from 
5000 BC. When the army of Julius Caesar came in 57 BC to occupy the 
Netherlands, the local tribes of Cananefates, Batavians and Frisians 
alternatively fought with them or against them. The Romans built army 
settlements, like the Forum Hadriani at the site of the present Voorburg, 
very near The Hague. 
Later, in early medieval times, King Charlemagne united western and 
central Europe as Imperator Romanum. On the fringe of this empire, along 
the North Sea coast, local counts were the rulers, supported by knights.
 
In the 13th century the German emperor Frederick II, who ruled in 
Europe, was excommunicated by the pope. Only count Willem (William) II, 
of Holland was brave enough to oppose the emperor, and was elected 
Roman-king, or counter-king in 1248. 
William had his court in the town of ‘s-Gravenzande and a fortress in 
Leiden. And almost halfway on the road between these towns, on the edge 
of the wood, there was a very nice spot. There were some elevated sand-
walls and a little lake, fed by a passing stream from the dunes. 
 
There was already a small settlement, with some farmers and a hunting-
lodge. Probably property bought or built by William’s father, because in the 
year 1242 William, then 15 year old, wrote a document mentioning the 


name ‘die Hage’. The first mention of the￼ 
name The Hague on record. 
It is not surprising that William chose this 
spot to build a new court. Besides, the 
nearby wood and dunes were ideal for 
hunting. 
(Except for ‘William’, for historic Dutch 
regents named ‘Willem’, original Dutch 
names will be used.)
 
Our oldest guide, the Italian Lodovico 
Guicciardini, was a salesman in Antwerp. He described the Netherlands, 
and the dunes near The Hague: 
‘… which dunes serve for the recreation of the noblemen, practicing 
in the field the hunt of hares, does, deer, and obliging the court and 
the citizens with a great deal of rabbits, that are caught every day in 
the sand dunes.’ 1566
 
One of the earliest English visitors, who wrote an Exact Survey with a 
map of the provinces for his master, the Earl of Craven, had this to say 
about The Hague:
‘The chief of the Holland villages is The Hague, or Graven-Hague, in 
Latin Haga Comitis, because formerly the residence of the Earls of 
Holland: So called, as Junius supposed, from Hagh, which signifies 
Hedge, from the many hawthorn-hedges that grow thereabouts.
‘It’s rich in wealth, pleasant in gardens, and stately in buildings, 
having 2500 houses … Hard by there’s a park 1501 paces long: 
princes, earls, lords, all sorts of people walk here, and take the 
pleasure and profit of the place ... 
‘It’s no walled town, neither do the inhabitants desire it; for they had 
rather the chief Village in Europe, then the second City.’ 1673A
Short, to the point, it sums up all there is to say about the village in 
those days. 1501 paces … a very Exact Survey indeed. 
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The hawthorn is still a common plant in the dunes along the coast. And 
to get an idea what the woody coast as described earlier could have 
looked like, take a bicycle ride through the dunes from Scheveningen.
 
It seems obvious, to think that by ‘die Haghe’ they meant ‘the wood’, 
and by ‘s Gravenhage ‘the wood of the count’. Jacob de Riemer offers 
another possibility in his classic reference work: 
‘But if one considers that Haghe in the Middle Ages meant a house 
and a dwelling, one might think that this appellation per excellentiam, 
as they said, means the dwelling of the Sovereign or Ruler.’ 1730JR
 
‘Haga Comitis’, ‘Die Hage’, ’s Gravenhage, Den Haag … 
Looking at an old map of Haga Comitis:
‘It requires almost two hours to walk round it; and contains above 
5000 houses, inhabited by 40 or 50,000 souls.’ 1743NN
Ha! Almost two hours ... Our walk through the old town may take a little 
longer, to enjoy the sights and museums on the way.￼ 
The town had doubled in size during those 70 
years. Today, another 280 years later, the 
expanded city houses over 545.000 ‘souls’. But 
for our walk we will stick to our map of the old 
‘village’. 
 
Curious? Did you bring your walking shoes? 
Then let’s get out of the couch and follow our 
guides in: 
‘This place, which by the breadth of its 
streets, the nobleness of its buildings, the 
pleasant shade of its trees, and the civility 
of its inhabitants, may justly claim the title 
of the most pleasant place in the world, 
and make all men envy the happiness of 
those that live in it …’ 1671WA
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Walking through the old town, we will come across many historic places and 
persons, from Spinoza and Karl Marx to Vincent van Gogh. The whole walk 
takes about 3 hours, excluding pauses or museum visits.
 
Enter the old town: to the Plein
 

W
e start our walk in the footsteps of the painter Vincent van Gogh. 
He was standing here, at the Prinsessegracht (the Princess canal, 
corner Herengracht), in the grass next to the canal and the bridge, with 
his sketchbook or his easel. As we can see from the drawing he made in 
1882.
From the Central Station this bridge is nearby, going right at the center 
exit and crossing the street.
 
When Van Gogh was here, there was already a train station behind him, 
opened in 1870. 
Vincent lived in one of the first houses built in the polder on the other￼ 
side of the train tracks. He had fallen in 
love with a pregnant prostitute and lived 
with her, hoping he could change her life. 
So this picture was made on a spot he 
must have passed on his daily walk into 
town.
If you can find the right spot where he 
must have been working, you may notice 
that he had trouble getting the right 
perspective for the bridge. Vincent was 
back in The Hague for several years, 
studying techniques of drawing and 
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Vincent Van Gogh: Bridge and houses at 
the corner Herengracht - Prinsessegracht 
(1882); Van Gogh Museum, Amsterdam 
(Vincent van Gogh Stichting).


painting with his uncle Anton Mauve, a painter in the ‘The Hague School’ 
style. And most of the time he was out of money. 
So he was delighted when he got his first paid job as an artist. It was a 
commission from another uncle of his, Cor, an art dealer. Immediately he 
wrote his brother:
‘Theo it’s almost a miracle!!! … C.M. ordered from me 12 small pen-
and-ink drawings, views of The Hague … for two and a half guilders 
each, a price decided by me … So ça va, ça marche, ça ira encore!’ 
1914
 
As Vincent and his artist friend George Breitner preferred looking for 
models and street scenes in slum areas, uncle Cor found Vincent’s work 
unmarketable. We will find out more when we meet Vincent again on our￼ 
trip.
On the much older map this 
was part of the canal that 
enclosed the town (bottom right). 
 
Herengracht
 
Standing on the bridge, the 
canal on the right is the 
Prinsessegracht, with the 
building of the Royal Art 
Academy. You may see students carrying around their portfolios. 
Crossing the bridge we enter the Herengracht. Formerly with a canal as 
shown on the map, but later it was filled up and it’s now a wide street. By 
the way: ‘gracht’ is Dutch for canal, but in some English quotes it’s called 
a ‘graft’. Hard to pronounce …
 
Once this was the end of The Hague, with a large wooded area on this 
side of town. Now it’s a busy street with people hurrying to and from the 
station. 
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We follow the Herengracht and the Korte Poten to the 
Plein.


Following the Herengracht, the gentlemen’s palace at no. 19 is one of 
the remaining 18th century monuments. 
At the end, we cross the street and go straight into the shopping street 
called the Korte Poten. 
 
This little street was one of the first streets of the original village, or 
actually a lane bordered with willow trees. Many centuries later, here at no. 
7 was the hotel where foreign travelers liked to stay: the lodging house Het 
Parlement van Engeland, The Parliament of England. Part of the building is 
now a pharmacy, with an antique interior.
 
Monsieur De La Popelinière stayed here. He was a wealthy patron of 
artists and writers, and even had his own orchestra, who kept a diary 
during his journey through the Netherlands. Strange that his Journal of 
1731 was published in a book with a title page dated 1730. Our first quote 
from his diary:
‘We arrived in The Hague, according to the rule, in five hours of time, 
at eleven striking hours. The best inn in this town is the Parliament of 
England; they are François refugees, from Blois. We were very well 
received there, despite the great world that was already there. One 
dines there at the table d'Hote at one florin per head; the practice in 
almost all Holland is not to have supper, so you do not find wars for 
tables there in the evening.’ 1730RP
 
Then we enter the Plein. On the old map this square, built in 1632, is 
called ‘Stadt Houder Plein’. We will use both the Dutch title stadhouder 
and the English word stadholder frequently in this guide. Originally the 
meaning was deputy regent for a foreign power. But during the Republic it 
was the title of the head of state, mostly a member of the House of 
Orange, a house still reigning today.
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Especially in summer this square is very busy, with people sitting on the 
terraces, having their lunch break, or just socializing, sipping white wine or 
drinking coffee. Speaking about coffee: you could sit down and have a cup 
yourself before we go around the Plein. 
 
Coffee-houses
 
Coffee-houses were already very popular in the old days. At 
first they were simple meeting places. In the morning people 
came in their house dress for coffee or cocoa and gossip. And in 
the evening intellectual gentlemen had their weekly meetings, 
discussing the topics of the day, teasing each other, sometimes 
ending in a fight. Or they played checkers or chess. There were 
newspapers, and the latest inflammatory pamphlets. In later years 
meals and liquor were added to the menu. 
Our main and most quoted guide during this walk, is an 
Englishman who wished to remain anonymous. He tells us this 
story about the Plein: 
‘In this place is the coffee-house of the famous Roselli, who 
was by birth an Italian. He was a man of humor, and had 
been engaged in a variety of adventures, which supplied 
him (perhaps) with part of the matter for the printed history, 
or rather romance, of his life. Some say he wrote it himself. 
… This coffee-house is the resort of the beau-monde, and 
the billiard-table is frequented night and day. The 
newspapers, and other sheets that come out, are stitched 
up in books, and kept as clean as they were at first.’ 
1743NN
Roselli’s book about his escapades with women really exists ... 
(1722) 
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‘… the Dutch are continually drinking tea, and set no 
bounds to the use of that liquor. Very many drink it, and 
coffee also, three times a day; the latter being often used 
instead of a supper: In a word the people half subsist upon 
these liquors; I mean the poorer sort.’ 1743NN
This Englishman, whom we will call ‘our guide’, noticed that 
there was no proper description of the town of The Hague, even 
though it was world famous at the time. He talked to some 
Dutchmen about this, but they thought he should do it himself, 
because he could write more candidly and without prejudice. As 
he had lived in The Hague since childhood, he accepted the 
challenge and picked up his pen. His book is an eyewitness 
account and a source of keen-witted and remarkable 
observations of the town and its inhabitants.
 
When you’re finished with your coffee, we can go around the square.￼ 
 
On the westside of the Plein are
‘… the Courts of Justice, where one that 
understands Low-Dutch, may pass a 
vacant hour to hear the pleadings, and 
observe the forms of law in practice.’ 
1743NN
This building of the Court – later replaced by 
the Ministry of Justice – is now part of the 
parliament building. 
 
Across the Plein, at no. 23:
‘The deputies of the city of Amsterdam have their house here, which 
has been rebuilt with magnificence, and is now a lodging worthy the 
representatives of so great a city.’ 1743NN
Cities and provinces had delegates in the States General of the 
Republic. And for their stay in The Hague most had their own lodging. The 
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‘Logement van Amsterdam’, with the coat of arms of Amsterdam on top, 
was built in 1737. 
This ‘Palace at the Plein’ was later the house of princes of Orange, and 
after that a ministry. In World War II it was the residence of Seyss-Inquart, 
the Nazi leader in the Netherlands. Now it is used by the parliament. 
 
The deputies of Rotterdam had their own ‘Logement’, the building next 
to the bars at nr. 4, with the Rotterdam coat of arms. It’s now in use by the 
Ministry of Defense. 
And at the far side is the building of the Literary Club De Witte, founded 
in 1782.￼ 
 
In the middle of the Plein is the statue of 
William of Orange, the ‘Father of the 
Fatherland’, or ‘founder of the 
Netherlands’. With his left hand on the 
documents concerning the alliance 
against the Spanish, and with his faithful 
dog at his feet. Today he is staring at the 
many high-rise government buildings.
 
Monsieur De la Popelinière explains in 
his own words why William, under 
pressure of the Protestant Reformation, 
the ‘new sect’, revolted against the 
Spanish in 1568:
‘You only have to see what happened to them, and how the 
inhabitants of this country, who at first seemed only to be mutineers, 
have managed to change form & name in the space of one hundred 
and forty years, to be called free people … 
‘They had fallen under the domination of Spain. Without a son of 
Charles V, Philip II, without the Duke of Alba, they might still be there. 
There was only the need to let them live in peace, not to touch their 
privileges: but the Duke of Alba wanted to change the policy of their 
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government, & subjugate them like Moor slaves. His injustices and 
harshness caused trouble: the discontent of these people, by 
progress, soon turned into hatred, and this hatred only further 
revived their love for freedom. What happened?
‘A new sect, which seemed to wait only for this conjuncture to 
appear, at least to bear fruit. It was so fruitful, that independence 
was soon seen as a necessity & a virtue.’ 1730RP
A new sect – a harbinger of a new era of changes in thinking and beliefs.
 
Before we leave the Plein, just turn around and imagine that, before this 
was turned into a plaza, this was a cabbage-garden for the count and his 
court. There was once also a line of large trees where protected herons 
(reigers) nested. Probably this reigerei was for the falcon hunt. Falcons 
were trained to catch a heron in midair. 
Hunting was a popular pastime for the nobles and well-to-do citizens. 
So popular, that later there was even a decree to protect the remaining 
animals in the nearby wood. The reiger is still a popular bird in The Hague.￼
 
 A map of 1570 shows that this part of The Hague 
was still hardly inhabited. 
We will leave the square and this statue and walk 
to the far end, where we go left, into a street called 
Binnenhof. 
But wait ... immediately on our right is a 
remarkable building, standing with its feet in the 
water. A palace which is now a museum, and really a 
must for lovers of art: the Mauritshuis.
 
According to our mid-18th century anonymous 
guide it was:
‘The palace or hotel of Prince Maurice of Orange. He built it after his 
return from his government of Brazil, about 1650. It stands 
pleasantly on the Vyver, and is the handsomest piece of modern 
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architecture at The Hague. It is neither very large, nor overcharged 
with sculptures: It has just enough of those ornaments to argue the 
exquisite taste of the builder. 
‘He embellished it with the most curious productions of the Indies; 
but all those fine things were entirely consumed by fire in 1707. 
However, as only the timber-work of the building was burnt, it was 
repaired by those, who had a mortgage upon it. The government hire 
it of them, for lodging ambassadors during the three days the States 
defray their expenses, and for other public uses. King Charles II was 
lodged here many days before he set out on his return to his 
dominions.’ 1743NN
 
Although no building of houses was allowed in the gardens and the 
‘reigerei’, the regent Stadholder Frederik Hendrik made an exception for 
his distant cousin Johan Maurits, Count of Van Nassau-Siegen (not to be 
confused with Maurits – Maurice – of Orange, as our guide does). 
And later he was even allowed to have a tunnel built from his palace to 
his garden across the road, with his stables and coach house,
‘to be able to go there and back without being seen by anybody.’￼ 
1876
 
The building itself is a masterpiece of 
Dutch classicism, designed by Jacob van 
Campen, who also made the remarkable 
old city-hall in Amsterdam. Notice that 
there was once a moat or canal here with a 
bridge, as can be seen on the old map.
 
Now it is a world famous museum, 
hosting the best of Dutch painting of the 
seventeenth century: more than two 
hundred master pieces by Dutch and 
Flemish artists. Including famous works like Vermeer’s Girl with a Pearl 
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[image: fill-image-3.png]Earring, Rembrandt’s The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Nicolaes Tulp, Fabritius’ 
The Goldfinch and Potter’s The Bull.
But our English guide did not tell the whole story. There is another, dark 
and dubious side to this building. The museum tells us this story: 
‘As early as the seventeenth century, the Mauritshuis was often 
derogatively called the Sugar Palace. This was a reference to the 
source of Johan Maurits’s income: he had earned large sums for the 
WIC in Brazil with the trade in sugar and people. Enslaved African 
men and women were used for the cultivation and production of 
sugar cane. During Johan Maurits’s governorship in Dutch Brazil, 
24,000 people were transported from Africa to the Dutch colony. In 
2020, research revealed that Johan Maurits also engaged in private 
trade out of sight of the WIC, something that was prohibited. This 
illicit trade also included trading in enslaved people.’
 
Johan Maurits, a commander in the Dutch army, became governor of 
Brazil for the West India Company, to protect it from Spanish and 
Portuguese attacks. 
He was also very interested in the land, culture and plants of the country 
and brought a collection of objects home to Holland. In spite of his wealth, 
Johan Maurits spent so much that the house and everything in it had to be 
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