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Introduction
The Netherlands is a fascinating country. It’s one of the smallest countries in Europe, with only 33,500 square kilometers1 of land and a population of 18 million people. The Dutch think of themselves as a minor player on the world stage, referring to their country as “Our small frog country.”
This country might be small, but it is far from insignificant. It is the second biggest agricultural exporter behind the United States. The Port of Rotterdam is the busiest in Europe, and Schiphol Airport is the fourth busiest.
The Dutch are known for their battle against the sea. They turned parts of the sea into land and built a massive defense system called the Deltawerken to prevent the sea from taking anything back.
And don’t get me started about the bicycles. They are everywhere! Large cities even have underground parking garages just for these things. A true Dutchman is born with a bike between their legs.
The country is easy to traverse by car, bike, or public transport. A large part of the population speaks English, so you won’t have much trouble with language barriers. I think it’s the perfect country to get started with if you are interested in exploring Europe.
My Story
You might be expecting the writer of this book to be some travel expert with years of experience. Nothing could be further from the truth, however. On the contrary, you are reading the book of someone who had minimal travel experience before starting this little adventure of his.
I was born in the nineties and was told at a young age that I could achieve what I wanted if I worked hard for it. I went to school, got my Bachelor’s degree in IT, and got a job in a city on the other side of the country. I rented a small apartment and hoped to save up and buy a house or apartment in the near future. All was good.
As time progressed, however, this goal seemed to be slipping more and more out of my hands. The housing market went wild, with ever-inflating prices. It was like someone was dangling a carrot tied to a stick in front of me, and I was running after it.
After about five years, I determined that my strategy wasn’t going to work. I needed to take more extreme measures. The COVID pandemic had been going on for two years, and I had worked from home during those years. I managed to make this arrangement a permanent one, ended my rental contract, and moved back in with my parents in the East.
Moving back in with my parents was the right choice since it allowed me to grow my savings faster. I wasn’t losing a large chunk of my salary to paying rent, after all. But although I made the right choice, I couldn’t help feeling defeated. I found myself sitting in the same chair, behind the same desk in the same room as six years ago, and it felt like I hadn’t made any progress in my life.
I lost faith in the “Dutch Dream” and was mentally exhausted from chasing it all these years. I started to question everything. Why do I have to deal with this? Why do we exist? What is the purpose of life? Why do planets exist, and where does the matter those planets are made out of come from? Did it just pop into existence? Nothing made sense anymore.
I walked around with these feelings for a while, until I got more into philosophy and self-help literature. Philosophy didn’t answer any of my questions but disclosed that there were no answers. It taught me that life was a blank slate, and it was up to me to give it form. The expectations I was holding myself up to were just that: expectations.
I was free to choose them as I saw fit. Other people would not mind; they were too busy with their own lives. The only one I needed to convince was myself. So, I stopped chasing the carrot and started doing the things I was putting off. 
I wanted to see more places, but I had no travel experience to speak of. The last time I went on vacation was more than 10 years ago, and it was with my parents. Therefore, I had to learn a lot about this vacationing thing.
I wanted to start small and do a road trip through The Netherlands since this is where I live. While preparing for this trip, it made sense to write things down, which eventually turned into the idea of writing a book.
This book is by no means meant to compete with the other professional travel books out there. However, the beginner’s perspective can be quite valuable, as things are recorded while they are still fresh in the mind.
Means of Travel
There are different ways to traverse the country. Hiking, biking, going by car, or using public transport are all examples of methods you can use to move around. Public transport will take you to large cities, and smaller places are also quite reachable.
Biking is another option. The Netherlands has an extensive network of bicycle paths. You can also take your bike on the train. Traveling the country by foot is also an option, but I wouldn’t recommend it as much.
Much of the country’s land has either been urbanized or turned into crop fields. However, there are still pockets of nature left. You can enjoy these places on foot, but unless you enjoy walking next to farmland all day long, it’s better to travel between them using quicker methods of transportation.
I traveled through the country by car, as this allowed me to cover a lot of ground within the three weeks I had. I could reach places not covered by public transport, and most importantly, it was an opportunity for me to get more driving experience. I’ve had my driver’s license since my 18th birthday, but I never made much use of it.
In my student days, going to school by bike was more practical since it was only a short commute. Having a car when I lived in the city center of Delft also didn’t make sense since my job and all other necessities were within walking distance. This all changed when I moved back to live with my parents again.
I wanted to see more of the world, so I first started exploring the area with my bicycle. Later, I wanted to go further and considered getting some form of motorized transport. A motorcycle was the first thing that came to mind since it gives you the same feeling of freedom as a bicycle.
So, I found a driving school and took motorcycle lessons with the aim of getting my license. I put everything into this project, practicing emergency and precision stops, low- and high-speed weaving, and making figure 8s.
I had to master concepts like counter-steering and counter-leaning. I still remember my instructors yelling, “Use your hips!” while they moved their hips around, like they were in some kind of MTV dance video, during the weave exercises.
I was eventually cleared to drive on the public road with a driving instructor and another student. Here, I discovered just how far my driving skills had deteriorated (and they were never great to begin with). Motorcyclists are expected to have better intuition than the average car driver, and I was still a beginner.
I tried my best to keep up, but ended up having to drive beyond my means. The ordeal left me mentally exhausted, and I eventually had to throw my towel into the ring. The instructor can’t just grab your handlebar and take over like he can with a steering wheel in a car.
You are on your own on a motorcycle, and the only thing the instructor can do is yell into your earpiece. There is a lower threshold where you are simply taking on too much risk, and the better choice is to walk away.
I ended up using the money I had put aside for buying the motorcycle to buy a car instead. I started out small and increased the duration and complexity of my routes as time went on. Eventually, I came up with the idea of doing a road trip through The Netherlands as the ultimate test of my driving abilities. I saw it as a significant milestone.
Some Tips for Traveling in The Netherlands
 
	Public transport works with a check-in/check-out system. You check in at your departure location and check out at your destination. You can buy a pre-paid public transport card at the service desk of any major station or use your existing debit or credit card. However, your card must support contactless payments. It is also possible to buy single tickets online or at the machine on the station.

	9292.nl is an excellent website for traveling with public transport. It shows you which trains and buses to take to a destination.

	You are allowed to take your bike on the train, but there are rules. You have to buy a ’bike ticket,’ you can only travel outside of rush hours, and you have to park your bike in a bike spot in the train wagon. These wagons have a bike symbol displayed next to the door. For more information, see: https://www.ns.nl/en/travel-information/bikes-on-the-train.html.

	The Netherlands has an extensive bike network. You can use the following website to plan your bike trip: https://fietsroutenetwerk.nl/routeplanner. The website is in Dutch but is relatively simple. Each crossing in the network has a number. Click on the number to add it to the route. When finished, you can use the download button to get a GPX file of the created route. This file can be loaded into a navigation device. You can also buy a paper map at a tourist information office if that’s more your style.

	Ensure that you have a payment card that allows contactless payment. This will make your life a lot easier. It allows you to easily use public transport without buying a ticket and paying for car parking. Having a smartphone with something like Apple Pay or Google Pay also helps. The Netherlands has become a predominantly cashless society. Paper cash is not accepted everywhere.

Traveling Solo
As if planning, preparing, and going on my little trip around the country wasn’t already enough, I was doing it by myself. Traveling solo is an interesting experience. You tend to be more aware of your surroundings and your own thoughts and feelings.
It can, however, seem like quite a scary thing to do at first. We fear being judged or pitied by others when we show up unaccompanied. The truth is, however, that most people are too busy with their own life to pay attention to you. I have been in this situation time and time again, where I sat down at a table in a restaurant, expecting to get weird looks, only to discover that the other guests really didn’t care, and after a while, I stopped caring too.
The trick is to start small and build out from there. Start by getting an ice cream by yourself. Then, lunch and then dinner. Going to the cinema by yourself is also an easy way to get started since you will be sitting in a dark room for most of the experience.
Throughout the book, I will provide tips for solo travelers where this seems useful. 
The Setup of this Book
The book is made up of two interweaving parts. There is the informing part, where I share my knowledge on a set of topics related to travel, and there are parts of my journal that are more meant to share my experience and give the book a more personal character.
Feel free to skip the journal chapters if you are only interested in the informing part. Of the informing chapters only the “Preparation” and “Loadouts” chapters are a mandatory read. From there on out, you can freely skip any of the other chapters.
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Preparation
The first question that went through my mind when I decided to plan my vacation from scratch was: “How the heck am I going to plan all this?” The first thing I did was setting up a base of operations. This was supposed to be a central place where I would collect all my information about routes and interesting locations.
The first thing that might come to mind is Google or Apple Maps. Sure, you can use these applications to keep track of interesting places, but I found them too limiting. I therefore opted for Garmin Basecamp. This is a software package that is developed by Garmin. It allows you to manage large collections of routes and waypoints in a directory structure.
Once finished, you can send all the needed information to your Garmin devices and follow the turn-by-turn instructions to get you where you want. I already used Basecamp to manage all my hike, bike, and car routes, so it made sense to use it to plan my road trip as well. The software has a feature that allows you to plan out multi-day journeys.
This feature is a real help since it calculates departure and arrival times for each stop along the way. You can even tell it how long you plan on staying at each stop. This feature is helpful when dealing with check-in times for accommodations or opening times of shops or museums. This feature also ensured that I was always back at my accommodation before 7 o’clock so I could take things easy in the evening.
Ultimately, it doesn’t matter what you use as long as it works for you. You can use a software application or website or hang a paper map on a wall in your home and make use of sticky notes to mark interesting locations. I would recommend that you use something that involves a map of the area though. Having an overview of the big picture can be a great help when planning the trip.
Note: I posted a blog post on my website describing how to use Garmin Basecamp. You can read it here if you are interested.
Once you have set up your base of operations, you can look for things in your area. Start practicing with day trips and then move to 2-day trips with an overnight stay. Take your time. Especially when you are not used to making trips (on your own). Try to do activities you would also like to do during your big vacation.
The goal is to build confidence, become proficient with your chosen planning tool, and test and improve your gear. I can’t stress enough how important this phase is. You don’t want to make a mess of the planning of your three-week vacation trip. You also don’t want to have to figure out how to do things like setting up your tent or discover that you don’t have the right one.
It’s interesting to see how the plans for the main trip change as you go out in the field and figure out what works and what doesn’t. You also figure out what you like and don’t like.
I started with the idea that the trip would mostly be about being on the road. I found a route on the internet that looked interesting. The route would bring you to every corner of the country and prioritized country roads over highways.
Then I discovered that I didn’t like driving a car but loved visiting museums and taking hikes. This discovery made the trip more focused on activities rather than eating asphalt. I looked for interesting activities along the route and eventually made a new route that used more highways. The new route was based on my already existing route but eventually became its own thing.
I also adopted more of a hub-and-spoke model instead of a linear route after discovering that switching accommodations every day wasn’t my thing. I would stay in an accommodation for 2 to 5 days, travel to nearby activities, and then move to another hub and repeat the process. This would allow me to be more flexible in planning and make it easy to do things like washing clothes.
I found Google Maps to be an excellent tool for finding accommodations and activities. Use queries like “Museums near …” to find interesting things to do near a chosen hub. Services like Booking.com and Trip Advisor are also helpful for finding places to stay and things to do.
Making a detailed plan doesn’t mean you must follow it to the letter. As you will read in my journal, there were multiple occasions where I changed things around because of weather conditions or just because I felt like it.
Regarding booking all your accommodations in advance versus booking them as you go, it will depend on the flexibility you want to have and the risk you want to take. I have stayed at 7 locations during my trip, and I booked the first 3 in advance and booked the others during my journey.
However, I made my trip in September, which is a calm month, so I had no problems with booking a place to stay. It’s going to be a greater challenge when you want to travel in the high season. Especially when you want to visit the west of the county where most people live.
Also, ask yourself if you really need the flexibility. If you are sure you want to visit a place, then book it. I understand that if your trip is more focused on meeting people, you want to be as flexible as possible.
If you are, however, more like me and you want to focus on visiting certain places and don’t give a hoot where everyone else is going, then you can hold on to a more fixed plan and book as much in advance as you are comfortable with.
 
You can download the route and activity information of my trip from my website. You can then choose to follow in my footsteps or customize it for your own needs. You will also find higher resolution versions of the images used in this book on the web page.
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Journal: Day 1 to 3
Monday, 9 Sept 2024 - Day 1
Today I left home. I had booked a camp space near Paleis Het Loo. During my tire check, I discovered that one of my windscreen wipers was completely done for. I already thought about replacing them but never got to it. I called the local car dealer and asked if they had any in stock, which they luckily did. I said goodbye to my parents and sister and drove to the dealer to get the wipers.
It was only a 1.5-hour ride to the campsite. I drove between two large barns to get to the field where I had to set up my tent. Only one of the spaces was taken. No one was around, and I had already paid for the spot and knew where I was supposed to set up my tent.
It was the second time I had set up this tent, and it went much quicker than the first time. After setting up my tent and parking the car, it was time for dinner. I had set up my little table and chair, enjoyed my meal and took a shower afterward. It was already dark outside when I returned.
I got into my tent, watched an episode of that weird deer Anime, wrote this journal entry, and called it a day. I was already noticing the impact of the improvements I made. My new sleeping bag was so much roomier than the mummy sleeping bag I had before—I could actually move around. Using my little Stanley Food Jar instead of eating straight from the bag made things much easier and less messy.
Camping is still something I had to get used to, but I was improving step by step. I heard the sound of cows at night, but luckily, I brought earplugs.

1 About half the size of West Virginia.


OPS/images/cover-image.png
Travelin’ The
Netherlands

Valentijn Harmers





OPS/toc.xhtml
		Table of Contents

		Introduction

		Preparation

		Journal: Day 1 to 3

		Footnotes






OPS/js/book.js
function Body_onLoad() {
}





