
The dependence 
of  Rotterdam 
on its 
New  Waterway



National water work, urban icon?



Timeline

1863: national law on two Waterways

1902: Caland dies

1930: Gidding’s Diorama

1858: first plan by Pieter Caland

1866: first spade by the Heir Apparent

1872: first ship

1880s: trouble and criticism

1907: Caland monument in Rotterdam

1932: Establishment Port Authority 

1936: Waterway exhibition

1941: “De Weg naar Zee”

1947: “De Waterweg Heroverd”

1935: Rotterdam in Nood”

1953: “Caland en de betekenis van 
zijn werk voor Rotterdam”

1963: 100 year anniversary

1966: 100 year anniversary

1972: 100 year anniversary: 
exhibition, plaque

1967: The “Oil Trench”



“Purposeful Port Politics”

“een stelselmatige en doelbewuste havenpolitiek”

“Sinds 1930 is de toestand in het wereldgoederenverkeer zoo 
geworden, dat doeltreffende propaganda niet meer één idee is 
onder vele om emplooi te behouden of  te vinden voor de haven en
haar inrichtingen, doch in steeds sterker mate het middel bij
uitnemendheid schijnt te worden.”

Deze propaganda kan onder meer bestaan in de verspreiding van 
kleine geschriften met gegevens over de haven en het 
Rotterdamsche verkeer, de uitgave van jaarrapporten, 
reclameplaten adverteeren, uitgave van een eigen periodiek en
publiciteit in het algemeen [and] stelselmatige bewerking en
werving van cliënten, doorlopend contact met diegeen in het 
achterland, cq in landen van waaruit naar Rotterdam wordt
verscheept, die in de belangensfeer van Rotterdam getrokken
moeten worden of  die als klant voor onze haven verloren dreigen
te gaan”

Municipal Archives Rotterdam, Stichting Havenbelangen (232-01, 
40): Letter from director Koomans to Mayor & Aldermen, June 28, 
1932.

June, 1932:

• “a systematic and purposeful port politics”

• "Since 1930, the situation in the world traffic of  
goods has become such that effective 
propaganda is no longer one idea among 
many to maintain or find employment for the port 
and its facilities, but increasingly appears to be 
the means par excellence."

• “This propagenda can include 
• the distribution of  small documents with data about 

the port and Rotterdam traffic, 

• the publication of  annual reports, advertising posters, 
publication of  one's own periodical and publicity in 
general [and] 

• systematic processing and recruitment of  clients, 

• continuous contact with those in the hinterland, or in 
countries from which shipments are made to 
Rotterdam, who must be drawn into the interests 
of  Rotterdam or who are in danger of  being lost 
as a customer to our port”



“In the meantime, we should not 
wait…”

September, 1932





Day of the Port,

1935 ”Rotterdam 

in distress”

1935





1936: The New Waterway Exhibition



Values of  the Waterway

“The Waterway meant a strengthening of  civic 

power and confidence in times of  adversity, 

moreover, an ever more deeply rooted awareness of  

the 

tight bond of  our 

1. port city with our

2. country in its 

3. global relations.”

W.A. Engelbrecht, Rede Ter Gelegenheid van Den Aanvang van 

Het Werk Der Doorgraving van Den Hoek van Holland (Rotterdam: 

Kamer van Koophandel en Fabrieken, 1936).

“From regional port to world port”







Booklet from 1950, published by Stichting Havenbelangen



Post-war reconstruction: J.A. Ringers

“As with a finger of  immortality a line has been drawn on the map of  the 
Netherlands, which points from Rotterdam to the sea and which will 
forever remind us of  the creator of  the Waterway, of  the actual founder of  
new Rotterdam.”

J.A. Ringers, Caland en de betekenis van zijn werk voor Rotterdam, 1953.



1967: the “Oil Ditch”

“We want to show that our Mayor is 

capable of  finishing the ditch in time, 

but that a large number of  citizens is 

worries about the State holding off  its

support to this project”



1970: Countering the narrative



House of  birth of  Pieter Caland in 

Zierikzee (Zeeland), 

“designer of  the New 

Waterway and therefore 

founder of  

Rotterdam’s wealth”. 
Plaque placed in 1972.



“The New Waterway is a symbol of  

grand, radical and groundbreaking

thinking”

“150 years Forward”

“WHERE THE RIVER USED TO 

CONNECT THE PORT, IT NOW 

CONNECTS THE PEOPLE.”

Commu

Rituals (Cf. Ter Kuile 2015) 

Values

Community

Collective identity

(Invented & re-invented) 

traditions (Hobsbawm etc)

(Invented) transitions (Ybema

2014)



Conclusions & questions

Reading the Waterway offers new perspectives on “the True, the False and the 
Fictive” (Ginzburg 2012) of  the development of  Rotterdam as a port city:

1. Caland’s hero’s journey is built into the city’s historiography as an origin myth 
for “new” or “modern” Rotterdam

2. Advertising/propaganda – notably by the Havenbedrijf/Port Authority as a 
modern mythmaking process

3. The plea for national investment rhymes several times (Depression, 
Reconstruction, Dredging)

This narrative has been recycled, but can it be de- and reconstructed? 

Can it be retold with the same values, but with a different – more inclusive -
outcome?




