
Born  
 to bike

AMSTERDAM HAS MORE BIKES 
THAN PEOPLE, AND its LOVE 
AFFAIR WITH CYCLING IS  
INSPIRING THE WORLD. WITH 
SPRING IN THE AIR, THERE’S  
NO BETTER WAY TO EXPLORE 
THE CITY THAN BY BIKE. 
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JORDAAN
Neighbourhood watch

Fraukje Hagenaars, 32
yoga coach and new mum, with Berry Nooij, 60

‘People here are warm and friendly. There is 
no individualistic mentality like in a big city. In 
that sense, the Jordaan is more of a village.’
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A microcosm of the city, the formerly 
working-class Jordaan is a small but 
ambitious ’hood, where boutique shops 
sit alongside traditional brown cafés.

>

Welcome  to  the  dollhouse

When strolling 
around the dainty, 
crooked streets of 
the Jordaan today, 

it’s difficult to comprehend that 
the neighbourhood used to be a 
pit of poverty on the verge of 
demolition. 
Constructed in the early 17th cen-
tury, when Amsterdam’s first Gol-
den Age saw a steady influx of 
wealthy European immigrants, the 
Jordaan was originally dubbed the 
Nieuwe Werck (‘New Work’), as it 
housed the working-class artisans, 
carpenters and masons toiling 
away to expand the city’s bounda-
ries. It even became Rembrandt’s 
last home following his bankrupt-
cy in 1655; a tenant at Rozen-
gracht 184 (a former canal that 
now serves as the district’s main 
east-to-west traffic artery), he also 
hired a small studio on nearby 
Bloemgracht.
However, by the 19th century, the 
Jordaanese population had explo-
ded to number 80,000, and the  
living conditions had severely de-
teriorated. There was a shortage of 

drinking water, the canals were 
filthy dumping grounds and fami-
lies lived crammed by the dozen in 
tiny derelict lodgings. 
‘A hundred years ago, it was very 
dangerous here,’ says Joca Feths, 
who has lived in the area for more 
than 50 years. ‘Children were not 
allowed on the streets after dark, 
and women stayed at home. It was 
a rowdy, rebellious neighbourhood.’
The neglect that came with the 
Nazi occupation during World War 
II was the final nail in the Jor-
daan’s coffin, and there were talks 
of demolishing the entire district 
in the 1960s. But the fortunate, ti-
mely birth of monument conserva-
tion laws saved the neighbourhood 
– which today is enclosed by four 
picturesque canals: Brouwers-
gracht to the north, Leidsegracht 
to the south, Prinsengracht to the 
east and Lijnbaansgracht to the 
west. Houses were renovated, the 
most putrid canals (including Ro-
zengracht and Elandsgracht) were 
filled in, and the famed garden 
court-yards (hofjes) built by rich 
17th-century benefactors for the 

text & photos Marie-Charlotte Pezé
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Boca’s

Ever wish you could have a 
bite of each dish on the 
menu? Boca’s is for you. 
Open from 10am until the 
wee smalls, this friendly little 
café-bar-restaurant offers 
fresh mini-sandwiches for 
lunch, and platters and bites 
for dinner. The plethora of 
dishes is indiscriminately 
world-inspired: from French 
cheeses to steak chimichurri, 
and scallop carpaccio, there’s 
a mouthful for everyone. 

Westerstraat 30 
www.bar-bocas.nl

SPRMRKT

There’s something heady 
about stepping into this 
450m2 den of fashion, with 
its dozens of racks hanging 
from the glass and metal cei-
ling. The clothes are as archi-
tectural as the space; in addi-
tion to carrying brands such 
as Helmut Lang, co-founder 
Nelleke Strijkers has laun-
ched her own collection, 
SPRB, for which her use of 
textures won an IAF award. 

Rozengracht 191-193 
http://sprmrkt.nl

The  Jordaan,  by  then  an  overcrowded, impoverished  
neighbourhood,  had  become a left-wing  bastion.
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impoverished elderly were granted preser
vation status. 
While the exact origin of the name ‘Jordaan’ 
remains a mystery, it was possibly these gar-
dens (from the French jardin) that coined it. 
After all, many streets in the area still bear 
the names of flowers (Bloemgracht – flower 
canal; Egelantiersgracht – sweet briar canal, 
Palmstraat – palm street…) and there’s barely 
a street that doesn’t boast trees and shrub- 
bery, fragrant bougainvillaea or cascading  
foliage. 

COFFEE AND MEMORIES
‘The Jordaan is the perfect combination of 
my two favourite things: walking around and 
discovering new places to drink my coffee,’  
divulges Jordaan local Robert Veltman. 
Indeed, new cafés seem to pop up on a weekly 
basis, complete with sunny terraces, fancy 
menus and friendly service. But up many nar-
row steps (a staple of the neighbourhood, al-
ong with characteristically low ceilings) also 
lie hundred-year-old brown cafés with a more 
muted, candlelit atmosphere. This is where 
the locals hang out, read their newspapers 
and lament the gentrification of the area. ‘The 
Jordaan has changed in the past 20 years; it’s 
a coveted area for expats and the companies 
which relocate them are ready to pay higher 
prices, so the rents have increased dramati-
cally,’ regrets Feths. 
Nonetheless, the district has retained the cre-
ative spirit that flourished during its renais-
sance period in the 1970s, when many artists 
moved to the newly renovated area.  
Today the neighbourhood is the epicentre of 
Amsterdam’s thriving independent art scene, 
with galleries such as Buuf, Rock Archive and 
Kahmann leading the way. World famous 
‘Dutch Design frontman’ Marcel Wanders re-

Antiek Centrum 

Amsterdam’s own byzantine 
bazaar, this 1,750m2 treasu-
re trove of antiques, art, and 
jewellery stores holds every-
thing and anything from 
kitsch-as-Chrostmas por-
celain dogs to rare art deco 
pieces at the more refined 
shops. While it’s the perfect 
stop for gift shopping, get-
ting lost in the maze of aisles 
overflowing with curiosa is 
also a lovely way to spend a 
rainy Sunday afternoon.

Elandsgracht 109 
www.antiekcentrumamsterdam.nl

Like This

Bold blocky prints and co-
lourful woollen sweaters 
catch the eye in the window 
of this little fashion shop 
freshly opened in December 
2012. In addition to carrying 
their own brand, Urs Hasham 
(pictured) and Fleur van Noe-
sel wanted to bring their fa-
vourite rare finds to Holland. 
Their picks range from Scan-
di stalwrats to Japanese ac-
cessories and scents like I 
Hate Perfume. 

Westerstraat 70 
likethis.nl

>

Serge Stork, 17 
student and drummer in a band, with Corine Nas, 18

‘There’s an arty atmosphere to the neigh-
bourhood; plenty of galleries and trendy,  
independent fashion shops.’

Maike de Vries, 26
researcher at a media agency

‘I love the Jordaan on Queen’s Day. It’s very 
busy and festive, and all the cafés organise 
parties.’
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Café Hegeraad

A staple of the neighbour-
hood for more than 100 
years, Café Hegeraad is espe-
cially famous for its thick, lus-
cious apple pie. From the rich 
woodwork, blood-red carpe-
ting and old-world wallpaper, 
you’d expect to find a table 
of smoking mobsters playing 
checkers in the backroom, 
but the crowd is mostly locals 
and old-timers with a fond-
ness for tradition, newspa-
pers and quiet conversation. 

Noordermarkt 34 �
www.cafehegeraad.nl

The  Jordaan  became  Rembrandt’s 
last  home  following  his  bankruptcy.

tains his studio on Westerstraat 187.
In the same vein, Amsterdam’s fashionistas 
often cite the Jordaan as their favourite shop-
ping destination because it’s home to many 
trendy shops and upcoming, independent  
designer labels, or vintage shops filled with 
rare finds. 
‘I used to shop here for clothes, so when it 
came time to open my own store, I naturally 
came looking for a space in Jordaan,’ says Urs 
Hasham, co-owner of the Like This boutique, 
which just opened on the Westerstraat.
The Jordaanese clearly also have a refined pa-
late. Every Saturday, the square in front of the 
Noorderkerk fills up with bountiful stalls of 
local, organic produce, meat, cheese and  
baked goods (as well as clothes, accessories, 
art and antiques). The area is also replete 
with unique restaurants with an international 
flair – check out Duende for great tapas – and 
especially gourmet delicatessens. A hankering 
for traditional cassoulet will take you to Jwo 
Lekkernijen; Basilico carries mouth-water-
ing, homemade fresh pasta and Delicious 
Foods is a treasure trove of organic products. 
In addition to tours, geocaching parties are a 
great way to explore the neighbourhood and 
discover many of its historical treasures such 
as the alms houses and hidden hofjes. 
Its population down to less than 20,000 to-
day with little automobile traffic, the Jordaan 
is not only a charming haven with a friendly 
vibe, it’s also awfully romantic, every strolling 
step an ode to its joie de vivre.

Delicatessen Jwo Lekkernijen

Jwo Lekkernijen is one of those sinful dens of culinary delight 
where one shouldn’t shop hungry. Specialised in pan-Euro-
pean gourmet foodstuffs, they carry everything from chou-
croute and cassoulet to wine, cheese and charcuterie. They 
also prepare fresh products perfect for picnicking (think ho-
memade quiches and riotously colourful salads). Your palate 
will thank you for the pit stop. 

2e Goudsbloemdwarsstraat 1 
www.jwo-lekkernijen.nl



Juffrouw Splinter

This little shop of vintage memorabilia and 
curiosa should be renamed ‘everything is 
adorable’: it’s more twee than a basket of 
kittens. Jolijn Bosma, who opened the shop 
ten years ago, is a master at gathering the 
endearing: old toys, painted boxes, por-
celain tableware and dozens of other deco-
rative objects inhabit the first floor of the 
shop while the basement level holds roman-
tic, shabby-chic hand-painted furniture.

Prinsengracht 230 �
www.juffrouwsplinter.nl
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AN EEL-Y GOOD TIME

Before the days of PETA, the 
Jordaanese had quite the fun 
passtime: stringing a rope 
across a canal and hanging a 
live, soap-smeared eel from it, 
participants gathered on small 
boats beneath it and tried to 
catch said eel. The game was 
outlawed in the mid-19th cen-
tury, but the Jordaan, by then 
an overcrowded, impoverished 
neighbourhood, had become a 
left-wing bastion. Tired of li-
ving in squalor, the inhabitants 
had developed an infamously 
short fuse. 
One summer’s day in 1886, 
a well-intentioned policeman 
interrupted the eel-pulling fun, 
triggering the outrage of the 
residents and what turned into 
a violent, four-day riot. The 
army was eventually called in 
to quash the rebellion and 26 
people died, with more than a 
hundred injured. Miraculously, 
the eel survived to tell the tale.



66 on the way outclosing

on the way
out
We asked people leaving 
Schiphol Airport for their 
Amsterdam advice.
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‘Capex’, 39, tattoo 
artist, from Italy

‘I come here regularly to visit 
my girlfriend, and I always 
stop by the Tattoo Museum.  
It’s great for inspiration.’

Charlène Wolters, 26,  
works in marketing, From 
Amsterdam - returning 
from Curaçao

‘I was on vacation in Curaçao. But I  
never mind coming home; I just love 
the atmosphere here. Simply sitting at 
a café terrace in the summer…’�

Adam Moshi, 21, works at an 
old folks’ home, and Oda 
Brandseth, 19, works in a 
sports shop, from Bergen in 
Norway

‘Our favourite part of the weekend was the 
people. Everybody was so friendly, warm 
and welcoming. Amsterdam is a very special 
place for that reason.’

Inez van Rossum 
and Wil Meeth, 
from Den Haag 
and Buunnik

‘The Jordaan is a wonderful 
place, it‘s always joyful; we 
love going to the brown  
cafés and there‘s always mu-
sic in the neighbourhood.’

text and photos Marie-Charlotte Pezé

Katy Buzueva, 28 
and Victoria  
Vasilenko, 26,  
bank employees, 
from Russia

‘The canals are so beautiful. 
We find it so interesting that 
the whole city was built on 
water; there is nothing  
similar in Russia.’




