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ESTATE LANDSCAPES 
IN THE NETHERLANDS

‘VAST SWATHES OF THE COUNTRYSIDE 
WERE COVERED WITH COUNTRY HOUSES’

Hans Renes



b 1. Section of Amsterdam street plan by J. Blaeu, 1649. It shows 
the modest middle-class gardens just outside the city fortifica-
tions. They came about when one of the typical strip-shaped 
meadows was subdivided, creating a central lane flanked by 
gardens (Utrecht University Library)
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terms had been in use for the permanent or occasional 
rural residences of city dwellers. Martin van den 
Broeke describes a tour of Zuid-Beveland in 1774 
during which the travellers visited a succession of 
acquaintances in their summer residences, which 
were variously referred to by terms like lusthof, lust-
plaats, landhoeve, lusthoeve, zomerverblijfplaats, hof-
stede, hoeve, huis and even boerenhoeve.6 Many of those 
terms convey the attraction that the seemingly uncom-
plicated rural life held for city dwellers. At the same 
time they make life more difficult for historians: the 
different terms overlap, and their meanings changed 
over time. The objects themselves were extremely 
diverse: in size alone they ranged from the vast coun-
try estates of the Stadholders, comparable to foreign 
stately homes, to the modest gardens of the lower mid-
dle classes.7 For example, a term like ‘hofstede’ (lit. 
homestead), could apply equally to a farmhouse with a 
herenkamer (‘elegant quarters’ – a dedicated ‘room’ for 
the landowner and his family) and to a large country 
house.8

 A country house could be part of a landed estate 
that also comprised agricultural land and woods.  
Such landed estates commanded an income that  
safeguarded their continued existence. By contrast,  
a country house was first and foremost a ‘place of  
consumption’ and while it usually generated some 
income, additional funds were always needed. The 
owner of a country house depended on income from 
other sources, such as commerce, industry, mining, 
colonial exploitation or considerable inherited wealth.9 
In practice the transition from country house to 
landed estate was fluid because many country houses, 
for instance along the Vecht, had begun life as a farm-
house to which a herenkamer or a manor house had 
been added. Alongside the resulting country house, 
the farm continued to operate and to provide income. 
 Country houses can be seen as individual objects, 
comprising a house with adjoining gardens. They can 
also be described in relation to their wider context, as 
part of a landed estate or in conjunction with the sur-
rounding landscape. In the latter case we might look, 
for example, at avenues and visual axes. In the interna-
tional literature the term used for this is ‘estate land-
scape’,10 which corresponds to the Dutch term ‘coun-
try house landscape’ or, in the terminology used by the 
provinces of Utrecht and Zuid-Holland, ‘country house 
biotope’.11

 However, none of these terms does justice to the 
situation, encountered nowhere more sublimely than 
in the Netherlands, of a landscape characterized by a 
continuous series of country houses.12 This is why I 
prefer to refer to such a landscape – the theme of this 
essay – in the plural in Dutch, literally ‘estates land-
scape’.13 This can be defined as a series of adjacent 

THE COUNTRY HOUSE ESTATE: AN INTRODUCTION
In the extensive literature on country house estates it 
is the individual houses and gardens that receive by far 
the most attention. In the last decade this has been 
supplemented by growing interest in the relation 
between country houses and their surroundings. This 
article aims to go a step further and to focus on the 
concept of the ‘estate landscape’.1 It is a relatively new 
concept and not so easy to define.
 The Nederlandse Kastelenstichting (Dutch Castles 
Foundation) defines a country house as: ‘every resi-
dence, often with garden and park and outbuildings, 
established by the owner with a view to spending vary-
ing periods of time in the countryside’, adding that: 
‘The aim of this establishment was to enable the users 
to enjoy peace and quiet and the rural surroundings. 
At the same time it served as a status symbol and 
offered the possibility of presiding over any industrial, 
agricultural and forestry activities connected with the 
estate.’2 What is missing from this definition is the 
investment motivation. In Amsterdam, just as previ-
ously in Venice, high-risk investments in trade and 
shipping gradually made way for more secure invest-
ments in property and (in Amsterdam) in shares.3

 Defined in this way, country houses constitute a 
link between town and country. The initiative lay with 
a town dweller keen to spend part of the year outside 
the town. This means that, formally speaking, we can-
not use the term ‘country house’ for houses in rural 
areas that were the occupants’ main residence, such as 
the manor houses that were at the centre of landed 
estates and were occupied all year long.4 Yet the divid-
ing line is not always clear, especially after more and 
more houses built originally as country retreats came 
to be permanently occupied over the course of the 
nineteenth century. This was facilitated by greater 
physical comfort (heating) and faster transport con-
nections. Perhaps we are defeating our own purpose if 
the term ‘country house’ can no longer be applied to 
those houses. The definition could also encompass 
the many ex-urban allotment-style complexes whose 
owners occasionally spend more than a day there. In 
practice they are not referred to as ‘country houses’, 
but the borderline is nevertheless blurred (fig. 1).
 Nowadays ‘country house’ is the generic term for a 
rural residence with landscaped garden, but it only 
started to be used in the course of the eighteenth cen-
tury and did not become a standard expression until 
the nineteenth century.5 Up until then, many different 



2. Map of Walcheren by D.W.C. and A. Hattinga (1749-1750) (Zeeuws Archief)
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sure grounds),17 or, alluding to the pastoral ideal land-
scape of the ancient Greeks, as Arcadia.18 The term 
lustwarande is interesting. The term warande has been 
used since the late Middle Ages to refer to game parks, 
which is to say, private hunting grounds. More specifi-
cally, a warande (warren) was a game reserve where 
smaller animals, like rabbits, were kept. Such hunting 
grounds were characterized by a varied, ‘park-like’ 
landscape that also had aesthetic value.19 To judge 
from an early instance of the term lustwarande – in  
the eighteenth-century book series Tegenwoordige 
Staat der Vereenigde Nederlanden (Current state of the 
United Netherlands), where it referred to the environs 
of the Honselaarsdijk country house estate near 
Naaldwijk – it would appear that the association with 
hunting still existed.20

 With all these terms we need to remember that the 

country house estates that together form a land-
scape-architectural ensemble.14 Within such a series 
the individual country house or landed estate may be 
linked by roads and visual axes, or have a common ori-
gin. I will discuss a few examples below.
 Growing interest in such ‘estate landscapes’ has 
spawned a plethora of new terms. The province of 
Utrecht talks about a country house estate zone, 
Zuid-Holland about a landed estate zone (somewhat 
confusing since in many cases it refers to country 
houses). Because the country houses in such zones 
usually lie along a road or water, the term ‘belt of coun-
try estates’ is particularly apt.15 Yet another term is 
‘country house estates network’, introduced by the 
landscape architect Dominique Blom.16

 Such ribbons have also been recognized in the 
past, when they were referred to as lustwarande (plea-
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above 7000 guilders the figure was two thirds (fig. 3).23 
The country houses themselves were relatively mod-
est, especially in comparison with those in France and 
later in England.24 On the island of Walcheren alone 
there were over fifty country houses in around 1680, a 
number that had grown to over 130 by the middle of 
the eighteenth century. Most belonged to residents of 
the cities of Middelburg, Vlissingen and, to a lesser 
degree, Veere.25 Marc Glaudemans estimated, based 
on a cartographic study, that at the beginning of the 
eighteenth century there were over five hundred coun-
try houses around Amsterdam.26 He provided the fol-
lowing breakdown:

 • Immediate vicinity of Amsterdam 100

 • Watergraafsmeer 130

 • Haarlem and its surroundings 105

 • Amstel, Gein, Angstel, Vecht, 
  Bijlmermeer 150

 • ’s-Graveland 26

  Total 511

Owing to the preference for accessibility by water, the 
requirement for a reasonable distance from the city, 
and the attractiveness of ‘border’ zones like the inner 
edge of the dunes where the flat farming land bordered 
the hunting grounds in the uncultivated dunes, the 
numerous country houses were concentrated in sev-
eral ribbons. As far as is known, the ribbons of country 
houses in the low-lying parts of the Netherlands are 
unique in the world. 
 Many such ribbons began with a small number of 
houses with gardens, to which more and more were 
added over time. One could argue that country house 
owners are like modern-day tourists who explain their 
reasons for visiting a Spanish coastal resort by saying 
that they are attracted by the beach, the weather or 
even the beautiful landscape, when they are actually 
drawn by the presence of other tourists. Diaries kept 
by country house owners reveal the endless to and fro 
of intensive interaction among local country house 
owning city dwellers. Besides, the concentration of 
country houses and landed estates was not without 
practical advantages. The presence of other country 
houses increased the high aesthetic value of the land-
scape. And it was also easier to find competent house-
hold staff.27

 Yet this is not the whole story either. In several 
instances concentrations of country houses can be 
traced back to family connections, to the deliberate 
development of country estate landscapes or, in a few 
cases, to the unifying effects of the activities of a single 

areas concerned have a longer history and that coun-
try houses simply add a new layer to a landscape that 
was already cultivated. In many cases it is the older 
agricultural layer that wins out in the end when farms 
outlive the country houses. The Beemster Polder 
acquired World Heritage status based on the original 
agricultural layout that is still clearly visible. Here the 
estate landscape represented a short-lived historical 
phase that barely rated a mention in the nomination 
for World Heritage status.21

 The rest of this article focuses on two periods, the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, characterized 
by geometric garden designs and by a preference for 
flat land, and the nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies, characterized by landscape gardens and a pref-
erence for the more undulating sandy areas. 

FROM COUNTRY HOUSE TO ESTATE LANDSCAPE
Quite a lot has been written about the possible reasons 
for building country houses in particular locations. 
Some country houses have their origins in an older 
family property, perhaps consisting of a medieval cas-
tle or manor house, or  just a farm. Others were built by 
the owner of an adjoining industrial enterprise. Just 
outside Utrecht, for example, Rotsoord stood next to a 
brickworks and Zijdebalen beside a silk factory. In the 
case of city dwellers’ country houses, the distance the 
owner was prepared to travel between their rural and 
urban residences was an important factor.22 Concen-
trations of country houses tended to arise wherever an 
attractive landscape coincided with easy accessibility 
from a nearby town. 
 That not every town or city gave rise to a lot of coun-
try houses had to do with the nature of the urban pop-
ulation concerned: the chief prerequisite was a reason-
ably large elite with sufficient financial resources to be 
able to afford a country house. Another requirement 
was the existence of a social milieu in which the mem-
bers of this elite encouraged one another to buy or 
build a house in the countryside. In other countries 
there were similar concentrations around important 
urban centres of trade and industry as well as around 
the large courts of early modern centralist states.
 The Dutch provinces of Holland, Zeeland and 
Utrecht occupy a singular position, both nationally 
and internationally, owing to the large number of 
country house estates (fig. 2). Prosperity was certainly 
not fairly distributed among the inhabitants of these 
northern provinces, but even so, the group of people 
able to afford a country house was exceptionally large. 
Roel Mulder has produced an overview of the propor-
tion of country house owners per income bracket in 
1742. Of the Amsterdammers with an annual income 
between 4000 and 7000 guilders, over a quarter already 
owned a country house, for those with an income 



3. Map of Amsteldijk with country houses, between the Utrechtse Poort and the Groote Loopveld (now Ouderkerkerlaan) by E. Florijn, 1779 
(Stadsarchief Amsterdam)
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regional scale. One such is Remmet van Luttervelt who 
wrote about the country houses lining the river Vecht 
and about the Stichtse Lustwarande.32

 Interest in the regional approach appears to have 
increased during the 1970s.33 An important pioneer 
was Henri van der Wyck whose 1970s maps accentu-
ated the linear and planar elements of the various 
country house estates in the area. In 1977 he published 
maps of the Stichtse Lustwarande and Kennermer-
land, followed two years later by a similar map of the 
eastern Veluwezoom.34 The maps reveal that the coun-
try house estates in these regions formed an almost 
continuous area and that various individual country 
houses were linked by avenues. As such, Van der Wyck 
went further than earlier authors by thinking not in 
terms of areas with a large number of country house 
estates, but in terms of a coherent whole. This the-
matic issue of the Bulletin is much indebted to Van der 
Wyck. 
 In the following sections several Dutch estate land-
scapes from the seventeenth, eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries are described. 

ESTATE LANDSCAPES FROM THE SEVENTEENTH AND 
EIGHTEENTH CENTURIES
Although there were certainly predecessors, the hey-
day of the country house estates we see today in the 
Netherlands began in the seventeenth century.35 A 
number of these estates have their origins in medieval 
castles or knights’ manors, sometimes because the 

garden designer.28 I look at a few of these in the follow-
ing sections. 
 Contemporary observers had already noted the 
phenomenon of the country estate landscape. In the 
eighteenth century there was a market for picture 
books with titles like Verscheyde gesigten van de ver-
maarde rievier de buyten Amstel [Various views of the 
famous outer Amstel river] (one of the earliest, pub-
lished in late 1715), De zegepralende Vecht [The trium-
phal Vecht] (1719), Het verheerlykt Watergraefs- of 
Diemer-Meer [The sublime Watergraaf or Diemer Lake] 
(1725)29 and Amstel’s Lustwarande, Rhynlands fraaiste 
gezichten [Amstel’s pleasure grounds, Rhineland’s fin-
est views] (1732). An excellent example is Het zegenpra-
lent Kennemerlant [Triumphal Kennermerland] (c. 
1730), containing a general map and engravings of the 
individual country estates, ‘all drawn from life down 
to the smallest detail and with utmost attentiveness by 
H. De Leth in the year 1728, and without omitting the 
merest dot on any building or garden decoration’.30 
Christian Bertram made an interesting observation in 
relation to today’s province of Noord-Holland, noting 
that such picture books only appeared after the coun-
try houses and accompanying gardens had been 
rebuilt on a large scale in the period 1700-1730.31

 In the twentieth century country house estates 
became the object of historical research. Since then a 
great many historical publications have appeared, 
most of which are devoted to a single estate. Neverthe-
less, even early on a few authors ventured onto the 
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Another route to the Vecht ran via the Amstel to Ouder-
kerk and from there via the Holendrecht river to 
Abcoude, and then over the Angstel and via the Nieuwe 
Wetering to Nieuwersluis on the Vecht.39 The distribu-
tion of country houses indicates that this last connec-
tion was the most important. The river Vecht itself was 
incorporated into the network of barge canals with the 
construction of a towpath in the years 1626-1628 (figs. 
5 and 6).40

 It should be noted that the literature places undue 
emphasis on water transport. For short distances in 
particular, coaches were also used. A map of the coun-
try houses around Leiden, for example, clearly shows 
that they stood along roads as well as along the Oude 
Rijn (where Leiderdorp was described by a foreign trav-
eller in 1660 as having ‘more palaces than farmhouses’) 
and the barge canals.41 Some of the country houses 
around The Hague were built along the river Vliet, but 
here, too, many were built along rural roads, especially 
after the main roads leading out of the city had been 
paved in the course of the seventeenth century.42 In 
Zeeland the journey from town to country house 
appears to have been primarily over land. The prefer-
ence, of course, was for roads that were passable for 
most of year thanks to their siting on dikes and allu-
vial ridges.43

 The large seventeenth-century reclamation proj-
ects were financed by the same merchants and patri-
cians who also built country houses. The investors 
were allotted farmland in the new polders and so were 

aristocratic owners moved with their times, some-
times also because urban grandees were looking not 
just for a place in the country but also for noble status 
and allure.36 Nevertheless, the seventeenth-century 
country houses were also a new phenomenon. They 
were, as the name suggests, houses built by the urban 
elite out of a need to spend part of their time in the 
countryside. These country houses were scattered 
across the country, but a few areas were particularly 
popular (fig. 4).
 Most country houses were situated along navigable 
waterways, within a thirty kilometre radius of a town 
or city.37 That made it possible to move from town 
house to country house within the space of a day. The 
banks of these waterways were usually lined by many 
country houses, which no doubt simplified the task of 
cultivating the necessary social contacts. Important 
waterways included rivers like the Amstel and the 
Vecht. For Amsterdam the IJ, an inlet that continued as 
far inland as Velzen and Beverwijk, was also import-
ant. The combined effects of the impoldering of the  
IJ (the IJ polders, c. 1872), urbanization and new infra-
structure rendered the original orientation of the 
country houses around Velzen completely unrecogniz-
able.38

  In the middle of the seventeenth century, the natu-
ral waterways were supplemented by a network of 
barge canals. One ran from Amsterdam along the 
Watergraafsmeer to Diemerbrug where it branched 
into canals to Muiden and via the river Gaasp to Weesp. 



4. Map of a section of Noord-Kennemerland by H. De Leth, 
1728. The country houses around Velsen lay in an arc around 
the western end of the IJ (Wijkermeer) and were all linked to 
that lake by a short canal (Noord-Hollands Archief)

in a position to augment the farmhouse with a heren-
kamer and later a manor house.
 Finally there were the edges of the higher sandy 
grounds, such as the dunes and the glacial ridge of the 
Gooi and the Veluwe. Although these higher areas 
themselves were deemed less attractive than the rich 
peat and clay landscapes, they did offer opportunities 
for hunting, a pleasurable form of networking compa-
rable to the game of golf today. On the edge of both the 
Gooi (’s-Graveland) and the dunes (Elswout, 
Groenendaal) sand was mined.44 This yielded income, 
a flat piece of land and a water connection (a canal was 
needed to transport the sand) and thus a good basis 
for a country house estate.
 The growing number of country house estates also 
demonstrates the size and wealth of the urban elites. 
In the province of Holland, Amsterdam was far and 
away the wealthiest city in the seventeenth and eigh-
teenth centuries, and that was reflected in the enor-
mous number of country houses within easy reach of 
this city.45 There was a second large concentration 
around the administrative centre of The Hague. Sub-
stantial numbers of country house were also to be 
found around cities like Haarlem,46 Leiden,47 Delft, 
Rotterdam,48 and Dordrecht.49 The various estate 
landscapes overlapped. Amsterdam’s influence 
reached as far as Utrecht and the country houses 
around Haarlem were within Amsterdam’s sphere of 
influence. Interestingly, many of the country houses in 
Heemstede, close to Haarlem, were originally built by 
locals, but in the 1630s were bought by Amsterdam-
mers and later combined to create larger country 
house estates.50 In Zuid-Holland the influence of The 
Hague and Delft merged in Westland.51

 Along the river Vecht, too, the affluent Amsterdam 
elite edged out that of Utrecht, even as far as the gates 
of Utrecht.52 Utrecht’s upper classes subsequently 
turned their attention to the eastern side of the city, 
around De Bilt for example, where a number of former 
monastery landholdings had become available. The 
Sint-Laurens abbey in Oostbroek, founded in 1121, had 
owned a substantial number of largely contiguous 
parcels of land, which were worked by a network of 
monastery farms (uithoven). When the the monastery 
of Our Lady (better known as the Vrouwenklooster) 
was split off from the abbey, several of the outlying 
farms went with it. After the Reformation the monas-
teries had been closed down and their possessions 
turned over to the States of Utrecht. Between 1640  
and 1680 they sold most of the buildings and lands to 



5. View from the Watergraafsmeer Ringdijk looking east to the Diemerbrug by D. Stopendaal, 1725 (Stadsarchief Amsterdam)

6. The construction of barge canals in 
low-lying parts of the Netherlands began 
around 1630. By 1665 they formed an  
interconnected network  (Ton Markus, 
Faculty of Geosciences  Utrecht)
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7. Country houses on the northern side of Utrecht that had 
their origins in former monasteries and accompanying 
farms, marked on the manuscript-topographic map  of  
c. 1840. The coloured area in the middle is today’s Utrecht 
Science Park (Ton Markus, Faculty of Geosciences Utrecht)

Present Kromme Rijn Medieval reclamation limit

Important drainage ditch

Grange of Sint Laurens (Saint Lawrence)

Grange of Vrouwenklooster (Our Lady)

Rhine in Roman times, later Bisschopswetering

Other former Rhine bed

Other former Rhine bed (no longer visible)
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parallel. One of the finest, albeit unfinished, examples 
of such a planned country house estate landscape is 
along the road from Utrecht to Amersfoort, the ‘wegh 
der weegen’ or ‘road of roads’. Its designer was the 
architect of Amsterdam’s town hall, Jacob van 
Campen, who had evidently been influenced by Italian 
treatises. Everard Meyster even compared the road to 
the Via Appia near Rome. Construction, probably at 
the initiative of the City of Amersfoort, began in 1647 
but did not really get going until 1652, by which time 
the original plan for the road had been supplemented 
with plots for country houses. The road and the coun-
try house plots, seventeen on either side, were marked 
out on the ground. The road was to be as much as sixty 
metres wide and its verges were to be planted by the 
owners of the adjoining land (fig. 8). The project was 
not a great success; in the end just a few houses were 
built.56

the regional elite who over time transformed the  
huge farms and parcels of land into country house 
estates. Sint-Laurens gave rise to the landed estate of 
Oostbroek, the Vrouwenklooster to ’t Klooster, also 
known as Koelenberg. The outlying farms formed the 
nucleus of estates like Houdringe, Beerschoten and 
Vollenhoven in De Bilt and Nienoord near Bunnik 
(fig. 7).53

 Comparable developments occurred around Arn-
hem, where the local elite managed to acquire the 
lands of the Mariënborn monastery and to establish a 
series of country houses on it.54 In Zeeland the church-
owned estates were disposed of with even greater dis-
patch, between 1576 and 1578, and there too we find 
several country estates on former ecclesiastical 
lands.55

 There are a few known cases in which a group of 
contiguous country house estates were developed in 



8. The Amersfoort-
seweg in the second 
edition of the Nieu-
we kaart van den 
Lande van Utrecht, 
by B. du Roy, 1743 
(Utrecht University 
Library)
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9. The development of ’s-Graveland country houses in timelines (Ton Markus, Faculty of Geosciences Utrecht)

Farm with elegant quarters mentioned Demolished

Landed estate mentioned Park in landscape style

Country house built Church
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wonder whether this was not the intention all along. If 
we draw up a timeline of the development of this area 
it becomes clear that the first ‘manors’, often farms 
with a herenkamer, appeared soon after the cessation 
of sand mining (fig. 9).59 It would appear that the sand 
miners had plans early on, if not from the outset, to 
prepare the area for farming, with farms-plus-heren-
kamers, once the sand mining had finished (fig. 10). 
The construction of genuine manor houses started 
much later and over an extended period of time.
 The best known estate landscape in the Nether-
lands is that bordering the river Vecht (fig. 11). Interest-
ingly, although it was an Amsterdam affair, construc-
tion of this string of country houses started on the 
northern side of the city of Utrecht. The hides and 
leather merchant Jan Jacobsz. Bal (1541-1624) had pur-
chased the Gouden Hoeff farm in Maarssen as early as 
1608. Later, in an allusion to his trade, Bal styled him-
self Huydecoper ('hide buyer'). In the four following 
decades he and his son Joan (1625-1704) bought up 

 Another interesting example of planned develop-
ment is ’s-Graveland, on the western side of the Gooi. 
In 1625 the States General granted a number of Amster-
dam patricians a patent to mine sand here. In 1634 the 
area was divided into 27 plots, which were raffled 
among the participants. The sand mining took off  
a few years later, after the construction of a canal,  
the ’s-Gravelandsevaart (1638), which enabled the sand 
to be transported to Amsterdam. The canal had two 
branches: a southern one through Horstermeer, used 
primarily for transporting sand, and a northern 
branch connecting with the Vecht at Uitermeer. A 
canal boat service to Amsterdam opened on the latter 
as early as 1644.57 Most of the sand would have been 
removed in the early years, but the area was never fully 
exploited.58

 The removal of sand left behind a flat landscape 
suitable for farming but also for the layout of geomet-
rical gardens. Most plots reappear later as country 
house estates. As with the impoldering, we may well 



10. Brambergen in ’s-Graveland is still a fine example of a farm with herenkamer, 1963 (photo G.J. Dukker, Cultural Heritage  
Agency)

11. Development of country house estates along the Vecht (Ton Markus, Faculty of Geosciences Utrecht)

Demolished

Park in landscape style
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b 12. Map of Loenen showing an unbroken line of country house 
estates, copper engraving by C.C. van Bloemswaerdt, 1727 
(Utrecht University Library) 

13. The country house estates 
in the Purmer polder in time-
lines (Ton Markus, Faculty of 

Geosciences Utrecht)

Existing 'Ridderhofstad' (Noble House) Before
Period in which demolition took place AfterPeriod in which building took place
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off. In the Watergraafsmeer, drained in 1629, manors 
and country houses were built during the seventeenth 
century, but the big breakthrough did not occur until 
after 1700. Glaudemans notes that ‘at a certain 
moment’ there were 50 manors, 31 country houses and 
52 (mostly public) pleasure gardens, of which only 14 
dated from before 1700 and only three of those from 
before 1651.63

 It recently became possible to chart a gradual 
development in the Purmer as well (fig. 13).64 In the 
years immediately after the draining of the Purmer 
lake in 1622, two country houses and a ridderhofstad 
were built, although there were probably already a few 
farmhouses with herenkamers. By 1700 there were 
eight country houses, after which the number gradu-
ally grew until the peak of 14 was reached in the mid-
dle of the eighteenth century. There followed a gradual 
decline until by the middle of the nineteenth century 
just one remained.
 In Zeeland the best-known country house estates 
were on Walcheren. An unbroken series of estates 
developed along the inner edge of the dunes. They con-
tinued in an arc via Middelburg to Vlissingen.65 On the 
island of Schouwen-Duiveland country houses were 
built by the urban elite of Zierikzee, with a notable con-
centration around Noordgouwe, a village which at its 
high point boasted over thirty country houses and was 
accordingly once dubbed the Noord-Gouws Arcadia 
(fig. 14). Here, too, the concentration grew stronger 
over time: the seven remaining country estates lie in 
close proximity to one another.66

 In the various representative areas discussed 
above, we repeatedly see a growth in the seventeenth 
and the first half of the eighteenth centuries. After a 
high point in the middle of the eighteenth century 

more land in this area. In 1629, the son, who later 
called himself Joan Huydecoper van Maarsseveen, 
expanded the Gouden Hoeff into the Goudestein coun-
try house estate. A lot of the land bought by the 
Huydecopers was subsequently subdivided and sold in 
lots for the construction of country houses. The suc-
cession of country houses built on this land enhanced 
the prestige of the existing estates.60

 Starting from the oldest nucleus at Maarssen, the 
ribbon of country house estates along the Vecht was 
extended and densified. The highest density, consist-
ing of an unbroken series of country house estates, 
occurred in Maarssen, Breukelen and Loenen. Further 
north the construction of country houses started later, 
was less compact, and the houses tended to be demol-
ished sooner, an indication that concentration served 
to reinforce and perpetuate itself (fig. 12).
 With respect to drained lakes like the Beemster, 
the Watergraafsmeer and the Purmer, it is often 
assumed that the construction of country houses com-
menced soon after reclamation or was even part of the 
reclamation planning.61 But that was certainly not 
true in every case. In the Beemster construction began 
fairly quickly and by 1640, a generation after reclama-
tion (1618-1621), there were already 52 ‘manors’, of 
which twenty were year-round residences and the rest 
were occupied only in the summer months. That num-
ber remained stable until the middle of the eighteenth 
century. In the course of the subsequent eighty years 
all the country houses disappeared.62

 In other polders, construction was slower to take 



14. The country house estates around Noordgouwe (Ton 
Markus, Faculty of Geosciences Utrecht)

15. Landed estates and country house estates of the Zuidelijke 
Veluwezoom, based on Storms-Smeets 2011
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gen-Zeist created the possibility of daily travel to and 
from Amsterdam. In a short space of time an unbro-
ken series of country houses and landed estates sprang 
up on southern edge of the Utrechtse Heuvelrug, 
before long dubbed the Stichtse Lustwarande. A simi-
lar series was located on the southern Veluwezoom 
(fig. 15). This area was already home to medieval cas-
tles, partly connected with hunting in the Veluwe, 
partly with the local nobility. In the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries some of the castles had been con-
verted into country houses and new country houses 
had been built. In the nineteenth century a dense and 
in some places an unbroken succession of country 
houses and landed estates emerged here.
 The sandy landscapes also offered new possibili-
ties. For a long time the extensive heathlands had been 
essential for farming on sandy soils, as pasture for the 
cattle and sheep that provided the manure and sods 
with which the fertility of the farmlands was gradually 
improved. With the arrival of alternative fertilizers, 
like Chilean nitrate, the agricultural sector’s demand 
for heathlands began to decline in the nineteenth cen-
tury. Municipalities started to sell off pieces of heath 
and farmers’ organizations (marken) worked towards 
the distribution of the heathlands. However, the farm-
ers had neither the fertilizer nor the money to develop 
or afforest their new land. In these circumstances 
wealthy city dwellers were able to buy large tracts of 
land for a modest price and in so doing acquire large 
landholder status.

THE DECLINE OF ESTATE LANDSCAPES
Most of the literature on country houses pertains to 
the periods of creation, growth and heyday. The grad-
ual disappearance of estate landscapes has received 
much less attention. This is certainly true of the ques-
tion why some of these landscapes survived better 
than others. Yet this phase, too, has its own distinct 
geography. Of the estate landscapes that developed in 
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, quite a few 
remain in parts of the Vecht region and ’s-Graveland, 

there follows a long period of decline and demolition. 
Particularly large numbers of country houses were 
demolished at the beginning of the nineteenth cen-
tury after which agriculture reclaimed the polders and 
the riverbanks.67

ESTATE LANDSCAPES OF THE NINETEENTH AND 
EARLY TWENTIETH CENTURIES
By the time country house construction picked up 
again in the second quarter of the nineteenth century, 
landscape preferences had changed. The undulating 
sandy areas, long viewed rather negatively, were now 
regarded as attractive. They were also easier to lay out 
in the landscape style, which was the predominant 
type of garden design in the nineteenth century. A 
family like the Huydecopers, previously encountered 
in the Vecht region, had invested in country houses 
near Zeist at the beginning of the nineteenth century.68 
In this period, the new owners of country houses still 
came from the big cities. In the southern part of the 
Utrechtse Heuvelrug they were bankers, industrialists 
and ex-colonials.69

 In the middle of the nineteenth century, the acces-
sibility of this area and the southern part of the Velu-
wezoom was improved by railway lines, later supple-
mented with a dense network of tramways and with 
highways. The construction of the railway line from 
Amsterdam to Arnhem via Utrecht and Drieber-
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of the demolition of country house estates in the 
Beemster and along the Vecht was in the first decade of 
the nineteenth century. The same held for the Purmer, 
but there the demolition had already started in the 
eighteenth century.72 In Kennermerland the small-
scale country house culture disappeared to make way 
in part for much bigger estates. It is possible that the 
competition from farming on the fertile clay soils of 
the polders and Zeeland was somewhat stronger than 
in the peat regions. 
 More of the nineteenth-century estates appear to 
have survived. The financial crisis of the 1930s may 
have put an end to the construction of new country 
houses, but the existing ones, and especially the 
accompanying landscape style parks, were highly  
valued by lovers of both culture and nature. Natuur-
monumenten (the Dutch Society for the Preservation 
of Nature Monuments), Staatsbosbeheer (the National 
Forest Service), and provincial landscape organiza-
tions, in particular those of Gelderland and Utrecht, 
acted as a safety net when private owners could no 
longer cope on their own. The leafy park-like surround-
ings also made it attractive to ‘subdivide’ former coun-
try house estates for the construction of villas. This 
put the Stichtse Lustwarande and the southern Velu-
wezoom within the reach of the upper middle class, 
without unduly disrupting the green character of  
the area. Later on the country house estates became 
popular with companies wanting to convey an aura of 
prestige. The repercussions were not always benign: if 
the company failed, the estate was poorly maintained, 
if it prospered, more and more of the park was gobbled 
up by new buildings and car parks. The same occurred 
with country house estates that were turned into 
healthcare facilities.73

CONCLUSION
In the past the Netherlands possessed several areas 
with a high density of country house estates. By draw-
ing up detailed timelines for several of these estate 
landscapes, it has been possible to demonstrate that 
many concentrations of country house estates evolved 
gradually rather than according to any plan. In many 
cases this was a cumulative process: new country 
houses were attracted by the presence of older ones. 
There are, however, examples of groups of country 
house estates that exhibited coherence from the out-
set, the best example being the construction of the 
Amersfoortseweg with adjoining plots already ear-
marked for country house development. Important 
estate landscapes originated in the seventeenth cen-
tury and reached their high point in the middle of the 
eighteenth century. The most extensive estate land-
scape formed a wide circle around Amsterdam, others 
around the other big cities and on Walcheren. Most 

for example, whereas those in the polders and in Zee-
land have all but vanished.
 The reasons for these differences are still unclear. 
Explanations have been advanced for each individual 
country house and for each estate landscape, such as 
the disappearance of the Stadholder’s court in 1795 in 
relation to the area around The Hague.70 Many country 
estates located on the edge of cities were swallowed up 
by urban expansion schemes once Dutch cities started 
to grow again around 1860. The results were not always 
negative; many country estates were integrated into 
urban development plans as municipal parks. One 
example concerns the surviving country estates along 
the river Amstel. They no longer form a continuous 
estate landscape, but the biggest gaps had already 
opened up before the middle of the nineteenth cen-
tury. 
 Another reason that is sometimes advanced is the 
changing fashion in garden design: the switch from 
geometric to landscape style triggered a correspond-
ing shift in preference from the flat and prosperous 
farming areas to the wilder landscapes of the glacial 
ridges.71 That was certainly an important factor for the 
new country houses and landed estates, but it does not 
adequately explain the various developments in the 
old estate landscapes. We need to remember that the 
landscape style was introduced to the Netherlands as 
early as 1770 and for the first fifty years was adopted 
chiefly in existing, often geometrically designed coun-
try house estates. Ponds were dug and the resulting 
spoil was used to create hills. In ’s-Graveland there is a 
certain irony in this: the estate landscape once formed 
by levelling the outskirts of the Gooi to produce a flat 
landscape, was now being dug up again in order to cre-
ate an undulating landscape. As a result, the country 
house estates were once again logically aligned with 
the Gooi, which became a popular place to live in the 
nineteenth century. 
 Nevertheless, the general tendency to demolish 
indicates that we should not focus too much on the 
motives of individual groups of owners but look 
instead for more structural changes. The worsening 
economic situation in the Dutch Republic in the final 
decades of the eighteenth century was certainly one of 
the main causes. By the same token, the second half of 
the eighteenth century was a period of prosperity in 
agriculture, which increased the competition for land.
 It would be interesting to chart the chronology of 
demolition more precisely. There is an impression that 
the demolition of country houses in Zeeland was 
already well advanced in the second half of the eigh-
teenth century, whereas around cities like Amsterdam 
and The Hague, which hung onto their prosperity a 
little longer, there was still a lot of demolition in the 
first decades of the nineteenth century. The high point 
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and more attention being paid to the major clusters. 
Whereas attention was initially directed at the houses, 
since the 1970s onwards there has been a growing 
interest in the accompanying gardens and parks. Even 
then Van der Wijck was already writing about the need 
to look further – at the country house estates in their 
surroundings and at groups of country house estates. 
It took until the twenty-first century for this to filter 
through into policies for country house biotopes and 
country house zones respectively. The term ‘estates 
landscapes’, which has been steadily gaining currency 
in recent years, makes it clear that research and pro-
tection need to go a step further by focusing on cohe-
sive groups of country house estates, which should be 
viewed as a single landscape ensemble.74 It is these 
cohesive estate landscapes rather than individual 
country house estates that are the repositories of land-
scape quality.

were readily accessible by water, but overland trans-
port was more important than often assumed. After 
the middle of the eighteenth century there followed a 
long period of decline, with large-scale demolition 
concentrated around 1800. Subsequently, new estate 
landscapes evolved but, in this instance, mainly on 
the periphery of the Utrechtse Heuvelrug and the 
southern Veluwe and accessed by railway lines and 
highways. 
 It is mainly the seventeenth- and eighteenth-cen-
tury estate landscapes that are of international impor-
tance. Some are still clearly discernible. The finest 
examples are that along the Vecht and that of ’s-Grave-
land.
 Estate landscapes call for a regional approach, 
which has gradually been taking shape in recent years. 
The interest in – and protection of – country house 
estates has undergone an evolution that has seen more 
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In the past, country house research was mainly con-
cerned with individual houses and gardens. Yet, as ear-
ly as the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, so ma-
ny country houses were being built around the major 
cities that they came to define the landscape. Genuine 
estate landscapes took shape along several rivers  
(Amstel, Vecht), along the inner edge of coastal dunes, 
and on newly reclaimed land. In the middle of the sev-
enteenth century, the rivers were augmented with a 
network of barge canals and soon they too were lined 
by a belt of country houses. The greatest density of 
country houses was to be found around Amsterdam, 
but other big cities in the provinces of Holland and Zee-
land had their fair share as well. Access was mostly by 
water, but in some areas, especially in Zeeland, country 
roads performed this role. The majority of country 
houses were built on or next to a farm, which generally 
continued to exist and, in many cases, survived the 
country house. 

In a few areas, the evolving density of country houses 
has been traced in a detailed chronological record. In 
most cases it reveals progressive growth towards a 
high point in the first half of the eighteenth century, 
after which a gradual decline sets in. However, in a 
number of areas growth was much more rapid, in par-
ticular along the River Vecht. 

Sustained growth was followed by decline. In the  
final decade of the eighteenth century and the first  

ESTATE LANDSCAPES IN THE NETHERLANDS
‘VAST SWATHES OF THE COUNTRYSIDE WERE COVERED WITH COUNTRY HOUSES’

hans renes

decade of the nineteenth, large numbers of country 
houses were demolished and in many instances the 
land reverted to agriculture production. It appears that 
the decline set in earlier in Zeeland than in Holland, 
but regional differences in decline are not yet entirely 
clear.

The second quarter of the nineteenth century saw the 
construction of a new generation of country houses, 
especially in the undulating sandy areas of the Utrecht-
se Heuvelrug and the southern part of the Veluwezoom, 
where railway lines provided access. The owners of this 
new crop of country houses laid out their gardens in 
the English landscape style. They also bought up vast, 
neighbouring heathlands from local councils or farm-
ers and planted them with trees. As a result, these 
country houses are quite different in character from 
those of the earlier period. 

In the past the concentrations of country houses 
dominated the landscape and even today, wherever 
they have survived to a substantial degree they contin-
ue to represent an important landscape quality. As 
such, protection and management should not be con-
fined to individual country houses but should extend 
to groups of country houses and their interrelation-
ships (in the form of visual axes, for example). In recent 
years, a number of provinces have already set a good 
example by formulating policies for country house bio-
topes and linear estate landscapes.
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