history

Last scars of 1940 bomb havoc healed

Rotterdam’s Old Port
gets another new face
after six centuries

The port of Rotterdam has gone through several metamorphoses throughout the
centuries. Its struggle for space has been waged in different forms. Demand for
port capacity has not only caused a huge expansion but also a steady shift of port
activities westwards. Old quays have found new users all the time.

One port that has seen most of these comings and goings and has undergone the
largest number of changes during its long life, is Rotterdam’s ,,Old Port™’. Six cen-
turies’ old and rich in experience, it certainly merits a glance into its past. Especi-
ally as it has just undergone another drastic change.

Rotterdam owes its name toadam builtin
the Rotte, a tributary to the river Maas
(Meuse). in 1240. The dam was just an ex-
tension of the many dykes protecting the
lowlying region. Bit by bit thisland had been
reclaimed from the water. The new Rotte
dam protected another narrow strip of land
from the capricious river.

In front of the dam lay sandbanks which
were flooded during high water, to emerge
when water levels fell. In that case the river
was confined to a couple of channels, one of
which was navigable by small ships up to a
jetty along the dam.

A dam (2) was built across the Rotte
rivulet (1) in 1240, to which Rotterdam owes
its name. It was between the sandbanks (3)
in the Maas River (4) that Rotterdam’s first
real harbour, the Old Port (5), came into
existence.

Old Port
reclaimed
from river

In the course of the fourteenth. fifteenth
and sixteenth centuries dykes were built
round these sandbanks and the river chan-
nels between them banked by quays. so they
could be used as docks. The channel which
had originally served the jetty, was promot-
ed to ..Outer Harbour™ and soon became
the yvoung city’s main port, called the ..Old
Port™.

Its quays were used by the herring
fishermen who at the beginning of the six-

teenth century laid the foundations for Rot-
terdam’s prosperity. Businesses related to
herring fishery set up on the quays. such as
storage facilities, coopers and the city’s
inspection office. Shipyards and even
brickmakers found space on the ..New
Land™. to be in due course replaced by
homes.

Changed character

Especially the construction of merchants’
mansions ushered in new times. Commerce
rather than fishery would soon put its stamp
on the Old Port. On the quays arose the
Commercial Exchange and the city’s ex-
change bank. while the fishing vessels made
way for seagoing merchant ships.

If the herring fishermen had no need for
walls and moats, the rich merchants felt saf-

In the fourtheenth, fifteenth and sixteenth
centuries the sandbanks in the river Maas
were turned into a harbour complex and the
city of Rotterdam was walled in its
characteristic triangular shape. The Eastern
Old Main Gate (1) flanked the entrance to
the port. The establishment of a commercial
exchange (2) and the city's exchange bank
(3) marked Rotterdam’s development from
a fishing village into a commercial city.
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The entrance to the Old Portas it must have looked around 1560. (Photo: Rotterdam City Archives.)

In the nineteenth century Rotterdam struck out across the river

é:-'y and built a number of docks (1) on the south bank. The Old Port (2)

‘ ‘.‘ll‘.'l"||llllullllllI!lllJ_Ll ‘ 5 : n i / (2
o, gotsqueezed between two railways and had a bridge built across its
e : entrance (3). The northern part of the port was filled to make place
foraroad and a fashionable shopping centre, known as ,, Plan C”
(4). The port entrance was graced with Europe’s first skyscraper, the
. White House" (5).

The Old Portas it looks today, with a Metro station (1), the new
library (2), a pencil-shaped apartment building (3), a residential
complex popularly known as the ,, Monkey Mountain™ (4), the tree
houses known as ,, Blaak Wood (5), the Inland Shipping Museum

(6) and the White House (7).

© 1984 J.
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The,, Eastern Old Main Gate" flanking
the entrance to the Old Port, was
demolished in 1856 to make way for a new
road, giving access to the Maas Railway
Station. (Photo: Rotterdam City Archives. )

erinahome port prepared for any eventual-
ity and capable of being turned into an im-
pregnable fortress at a moment’s notice.
Thus the Old Port was flanked by the West-
ern and Eastern Old Main Gates, which
ware calculated to impress unwelcome visi-
tors.

Astride the stream

The nineteenth century was to make oth-
erdemands. The city needed more docks but
hadnoroomlefttodigthem. The entire area
southof the dyke had been turnedinto docks
already and only on the other side of the riv-
er was new space to be found. After long
hesitation the city struck out across the river
and annexed the communes on the south
bank.

The construction of new quays eased the
pressure on the old commercial quarter and
gave the city a change to fill in the northern
docks of the Old Port and improve the
connection between the east and the west of
the city. A long-drawn-out debate ensued
about the building-up of this land. Of three
plans that had been put forward, ,,Plan C”
finally emerged as the winner. The fashion-
able shops that came to grace the old har-
bourquarterafter 1875, remained known by
the name of ..Plan C™ for a long time.

The Old Port as it was before and after the
building-up under ,Plan C™. Below (left):
the situation in 1875. Below (right): the port
asitlooked in 1891. In the background the
St. Lawrence Church. (Photo: Rotterdam
City Archives.)

Dt u!iz
ll" m}

22 Rotterdam Europoort Delta

Jan van den Noort, 'Rotterdam'’s Old Port gets another new face after six centuries', Rotterdam Europoort Delta (december 1984)5, 20-25.



history

Narrow escape

The port entrance had been throttled
even earlier by a bridge, making it quite
clear that shipping was no longer the over-
riding concern of the city of Rotterdam. The
new times made their impact felt moreover
by an encirclement of this bit of old Rotter-
dam with railways, the Old Port escaping
obliteration by a hair’s breadth. The Rhine
Railway to the east had its terminal station
just off the Old Port and traffic to and from
this station absolutely required a bridge
across the Old Port. Even the Old Main
Gate was sacrificed to this necessity.

But that was not all. Two other railway
lines, one going north and the other south.
had to be linked up. To limit the damage at
least a little, the link was built by a route
across the Rotte. Soon trains were trundling
high above the Rotte and the Rotterdamers
across a viaduct skirting the Old Port before
it crossed the river Maas. The two railways
were linked.

In partial compensation for the evesore.
this city quarter got Europe’s first skyscrap-
er, built at the entrance to the Old Port. The
,» White House " asitis called. hassince been
dwarfed by taller constructions. but it re-
mains a beautiful building.

,,Blaak Wood”’
made up of
tree houses

Fresh threat

When it was proposed in 1939 to link up
also the Rhine railway with the viaduct,
newspapers were shocked. One of them
wrote: ,,The old docks, on which thinking is
being concentrated, are of a beauty which
may not have been divulged to every citizen
or visitor to the city. But this cannot be an
argument for putting an irrevocable end to
this beauty. . .

Fortunately, there are ready examples
which may help forestall the plans. Last cen-
tury Rotterdam was given a viaduct which
looked quite innocuous in the original draw-
ing. The picture will be known to many. But
the requirements of traffic have made the
viaduct heavierand heavieranditiseven be-
ing considered to make it twice as wide. The
modern architects is now promising us a

viaduct in line with the demands of the
times, which will wind its way over the
streets as a graceful white ribbon.™

No, the author was far from keen on hav-
ing another such ,,ribbon™ winding its way
across the city and the Old Port. Before the
plan could be shelved to gather dust. a far
more devastating event befell the city. On
May 14, 1940, the centre of Rotterdam was
bombed, with horrible effects.

Also the characteristic Old Port was
obliterated and the scars have still not been
healed entirely.

The bombed area remained a bare patch
for dozens of years, used by markets, carni-
vals and circuses. The bridge across the en-
trance to the Old Portwasreplaced by awide
boulevard along the Maas river, but the rest
remained a gap.

There were plans, of course. It was
suggested that the area would be highly suit-
able for the construction of a huge traffic cir-
cus, which could be connected in a simple
manner with a new bridge across the Maas.
Under this plan the Old Port would dis-
appear completely under the ramp leading
to the bridge.

This plan, the main consideration of
which was to make the inner city easily ac-
cessible to traffic, has not been carried out.

Rotterdam Europoort Delta 23

Jan van den Noort, 'Rotterdam'’s Old Port gets another new face after six centuries', Rotterdam Europoort Delta (december 1984)5, 20-25.



T { ;
\ LRI | AALAALERAAALL
\

A

oY — 0 —C
‘.gg o e Sy =l

24 Rotterdam Europoort Delta
Jan van den Noort, 'Rotterdam'’s Old Port gets another new face after six centuries', Rotterdam Europoort Delta (december 1984)5, 20-25.




history

Rotterdam’s Old Port district, which was
largely razed by bombs in May 1940, has
finally been built up again. The district
borders on the city centre, which had been
rebuilt earlier. Its playful and vivacious
appearance draws visitors from all over the
world. ,, It leaves everyone speechless’,
commented a building supervisor who was
conveying a number of futuristic homes to
the new tenants.

The most striking feature of the new city
quarteristhe ,, Blaak Wood’', a complex of
38so-called tree houses designed by
architect Piet Blom. Built in a broad strip
crossing a major thoroughfare, the homes
look like tilted cubes.

Anapartment tower, topped with a
comfortable pointed roof, has been dubbed
the ,,Garden Gnome” by an irreverent
populace. Another major feature is the new
city library, sporting a number of wayward
pipes on the facades, while being
magnificently fitted out inside. The White
House has watched over all these changes
unperturbedly. (Photos: Frank Bijl.)

Citizens’ action groups have forced the
authorities toadoptadifferenturban policy,
giving priority to liveability. The city admin-
istration began to pay more attention to the

living environment. The ramp to the new
bridge across the Maas now avoids the Old
City by taking a sharp turn.

New construction

Once the traffic circus was off, thinking
could start about another use of the open
land to the north-east of the Old Port. Hav-
ing lain fallow for forty years, it now got a
Metro station, a library and new homes in
quick succession.

The large library proved a big success
soon after the opening. The attractive new
“accommodation boosted the
readers enormously.

Besides, ten architects have designed a
wide variety of houses for four thousand new
inhabitants. Next to a pencil-shaped apart-
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ment building and a residential block look-
ing like the monky mountain in a zoo. the
most striking feature is the ..Blaak Wood™
This project consists of thirty-eight so-called
tree houses, built over one of the city's
busiest thoroughfares. The cubic tops have
three floors.

One of the tenants, happy with his un-
usual home, decided to admit visitors and
got 25,000 viewers over his 100 square
metres of floorspace in three months’ time.

Last scratch

The building-up of the Old Port area has
even so stamped out another bit of the Old
Port, which was filled in for housebuilding.

The frontal assault of the road bridge could
be beaten off. but that of the encroaching
..wood" proved irresistible. Hopefully, this
has been the last scratch suffered by the Old
Port.

Once the Old Port was Rotterdam’s chief
harbour and enjoyed everyone’s respect.
Herring fishermen. merchant- and inland
shipping have used it for six centuries.

Recently the Inland Shipping Museum
took pity on the greybeard among Rotter-
dam’s ports. It is now refitting in the Old
Port ancient ships which many years ago
were regular visitors to this many-faced har-
bour.

Jan van den Noort

Rotterdam Europoort Delta 25

Jan van den Noort, 'Rotterdam'’s Old Port gets another new face after six centuries', Rotterdam Europoort Delta (december 1984)5, 20-25.





