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Introduction

This is the history of that beautiful city behind the dunes. 
Th e city of straight lines, of sand and peat, of its people 

called ‘Hagenaars’ and ‘Hagenezen’, of peace and justice. Th e 
history of Scheveningen will also be discussed, since the stories 
of Th e Hague and the seaside village are inextricably linked. In 
our journey through history we will meet many people in high 
places: Counts of Holland, Habsburg emperors, princes, kings 
and prime ministers. It was largely up to their decisions wheth-
er the city would prosper or perish. Th e political history of the 
Netherlands will be a recurring theme throughout this booklet. 

Giants

Obviously this is not the fi rst history of Th e Hague. In the course 
of the past centuries much has been written about this city. 
I am but a dwarf on the shoulders of giants. Th e painstaking in-
dustrious archival work was done by others. In 2005 the third 
volume of Den Haag: geschiedenis van de stad was published, 
on which thirty authors had worked for a decade. Th e work had 
been commissioned by the Booksellers Association of Th e Hague 
(’s-Gravenhaagsche Boekhandelaars Vereeniging). As a book-
seller and author this puts me in a wonderful tradition. For the 
earliest history I have consulted the book De archeologie van Den 
Haag by Anne de Hingh and Evert van Ginkel. In addition, I used 
the Historische Atlas van Den Haag, Van Hofvijver tot Hoftor-
en, by Steven van Schuppen. Finally the Haagse Canon and the 
Haagse  Plekken by Ineke Mahieu and Ad van Gaalen should be 
mentioned. For the history of Scheveningen I consulted the two 
volumes of De geschiedenis van Scheveningen which was complet-
ed in 2014.
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Th e famous Dutch author Louis Couperus wrote: ‘If I’m any-
thing at all, I’m a citizen of Th e Hague’. Th is does not apply 
to the author of this For Dummies book. I’m originally from 
Leiden. After completing my study of history, I started work-
ing in Th e Hague in 1995 for the bookstore Verwijs. I’ve been 
living for ten years now in the city behind the dunes and I’m 
still working at a bookstore, currently at Van Stockum. I feel 
at home in Th e Hague and have become somewhat of a ‘Hage-
naar’ (or ‘Hagenees’). 

About This Book
Evidently Th e Little History of Th e Hague for Dummies is far 
from complete. More stories and facts can be found in the 
abovementioned books. Th e most important people and sub-
jects have been mentioned in the index in the back of this book. 

Icons Used in This Book
Every now and then a little For Dummies symbol pops up in 
the margin of the book to emphasize what’s being said. Th e fol-
lowing icons have been used:

Th is icon marks an important moment in the history 
of Th e Hague.

Th is icon indicates that the text describes an impor-
tant development.

Th is icon signals an anecdote or an otherwise interest-
ing fact in the history of Th e Hague. 

Th is icon highlights a quote by a historical fi gure or 
visitor. 

K
E

Y
 M

O

M
ENT

IM
PO

RTANT

D
ID

 Y
OU KNOW?

QUOTE
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Chapter 1

Romans behind the Dunes 
(4000 B.C.-A.D. 400)

In This Chapter:
 ▶ Beach ridges
 ▶ Roman historians
 ▶ Strongholds in the dunes
 ▶ Depopulation

We will begin this history of Th e Hague at the very be-
ginning. How was the landscape  of Th e Hague created? 

Who were its fi rst inhabitants? How did they relate to the land-
scape? Were the Romans ever in Th e Hague? What happened 
during the Middle Ages?

Prehistory
Th e story of Th e Hague is a story of peat and sand, with its or-
igins in prehistoric times. Geologically speaking the land on 
which Th e Hague was founded is young. Although some parts 
of Europe are already millions of years old, the Dutch coastline 
only materialized around 4400 B.C. Th e sea deposited sand 
along the coast. Th e embankments that were thus created were 
then covered with shrubs and grass. Th e roots of this vegeta-
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12 The Little History of The Hague for Dummies  ______________

tion kept the sand fi rmly in place and gradually a beach ridge 
formed. Th is ridge would then act as a barrier, behind which 
a wet sand plain could develop. Th e vegetation changed these 
plains into swamp and decay processes subsequently trans-
formed the area into peat swamps. Th is process was repeated 
endlessly. Parallel to the coastline a series of beach ridges 
arose, initiating the opposition between ‘sand’ and ‘peat’ that 
remains an issue in modern-day Th e Hague: the sands of the 
beach ridges and the peat of the plains beyond. 

Th e current city actually still harbors subtle remains of these 
beach ridges. If you would take a walk from the Prinsegracht 
(an old beach plain) through the Lange Lombardstraat to the 
Westeinde (a beach ridge) you would notice a slight increase. 
Th is is even more pronounced when you take the Venestraat 
(Peat Street) towards the Hoogstraat (High Street). Th e street 
names alone would actually already inform the pedestrian 
that he or she is en route from the peat swamps to an elevated 
beach ridge.

In the early days, beach ridges used to provide the 
inhabitants a dry place to live as well as a safe haven 
during fl oods. In 1500 B.C., fi ve centuries after the 
emergence of the beach ridges, the sea broke through 
and entered the peat plains through the Maas estuary. 
Th e river Gantel took care of the drainage and thus 
parts of the marsh became passable while fertile clay 
grounds emerged in the area called Westland. Th e 
whole area entered a phase in which agriculture was 
actually possible. 

During the New Stone Age  or Neolithic (5000-2000 B.C.), 
there were only a handful of residents. Archaeologists have 
discussed this topic for ages. Were the beach ridges perma-
nently inhabited or did they only serve as temporary stations 
for wandering hunter-gatherers? In 1990, conclusive evidence 
was found. During archaeological research that preceded the 
construction of the new housing project Ypenburg, a burial 
ground was excavated. A total of 31 tombs contained 42 indi-
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13_____ Chapter 1: Romans behind the Dunes (4000 B.C.-A.D. 400)

viduals: women, men and children. Th e discovery is of great 
importance for our knowledge and understanding of the in-
habitants of this area during the Stone Age. It proves that the 
area was permanently inhabited by entire families. On the 
beach ridges they had a few small settlements, probably hous-
ing no more than two or three families. Th ese people made a 
living by fi shing, hunting and practicing small-scale agricul-
ture. From the grave fi nds, archaeologists concluded that the 
inhabitants belonged to the Vlaardingen Culture . Th is culture 
covered the area between the Maas (Meuse) and Rijn (Rhine). 
Hence these fi rst inhabitants were called ‘Vlaardingers’ after 
the main site representing this culture.

Th e center of Th e Hague hardly yielded any fi nds from this 
period. However, this doesn’t necessarily mean that nobody 
lived there. Archaeological research in a city is always diffi  cult 
because of the successive layers of inhabited areas. Finds from 
the Stone Age are rare. In 1912 a fl int ax – originating from 
Belgium – was found during excavations at Lange Poten. Th ere 
actually may have been a settlement at that spot, but the ax 
could also have been lost by a wandering hunter. Th e discovery 
of the ax at least proves that there were connecting long-dis-
tance roads and trade contacts. 

The Bronze Age and Iron Age
Th e following centuries saw an end to the rise of the sea lev-
el. Th e continuous process of the formation of beach ridges 
caused the shoreline to slowly move further west. Farming 
techniques improved. Th e discovery of several bronze objects 
shows that settlements located on the beach ridges of Th e 
Hague had contact with the outside world and that their level 
of wealth allowed the import of bronze. Remains of a bronze-
age farm were excavated near the Bronovo Hospital. 

Substantially more remains have been found from the Iron 
Age. Th e population increased and iron weapons and utensils 
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have been found. Th e beach ridges remained the most impor-
tant centers for residents as these were (relatively) safe during 
fl oods. In the plains behind and between the beach ridges 
small-scale agriculture was practiced and animals were hunted.

Cananefates
Until this moment, we have relied solely on archae-
ological fi nds. Th e inhabitants of the region of Th e 
Hague had no writing system. With the arrival of the 
Romans the local people were mentioned for the fi rst 
time in written sources. Th e Roman historian Tacitus 
wrote that the area between the Rhine and Meuse was 
empty around the beginning of the (Christian) era, 
until the advent of the Batavian people from Germa-
ny. Th e Batavian tribe that settled in the region of Th e 
Hague he called Cananefates. But Tacitus  was wrong: 
the area had actually been inhabited since the Stone 
Age. Moreover, there is no archaeological evidence for 
any relationship between Cananefates and Batavians. 
On the contrary, all fi nds indicate that they were dif-
ferent peoples with their own culture. 

Around the beginning of the Christian era the Cananefates  
were brought under control by the Romans. During the fi rst 
decades the region was frequently in turmoil. Pirates raided 
the area from the sea. Th e Romans forced the Cananefates to 
deliver soldiers for the Roman army. Gradually they left their 
mark on the area. Th e boundaries of the empire stabilized. Th e 
Old Rhine became part of the northern border of the Roman 
Empire, the limes . Settlements in Katwijk, Valkenburg, Leiden 
and Alphen aan den Rijn formed this limes . To protect the coast 
against attacks from sea, the Romans built fortifi cations in the 
dunes. Near Ockenburgh and the road called ‘Scheveningseweg’ 
the remains of a small fort were found, in fact not much more 
than an earthen rampart with a wooden fence, manned by a 
garrison of several dozen soldiers. From the text on one of the 
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