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DAWN GIBSON 
EXPLORES HOLLAND’S 

ARCHITECTURALLY 
RICH PORT CITY



otted with some of the most head-turning 
contemporary architecture in the world, Rotterdam 
is a sublimely striking modern metropolis and one 

of Europe’s most distinctive cities. Re-invented as a matter 
of necessity after the centre was almost completely 
destroyed during WWII, the Netherlands’ strategically 
positioned North Sea port, at the mouth of the Nieuwe 
Maas, is an ever evolving tribute to the vision of future 
thinking international architects, including renowned 
Rotterdam-born Rem Koolhaas. The glittering blue 
waterfront and wide well kept thoroughfares are flanked by 
futuristic skyscrapers that compete to be noticed. Yet the 
soaring creations of glass, steel and chrome are 
interspersed at street level with a plethora of modern art 
and sympathetic landscaping that keep the mood friendly 

and human. And beyond the award-winning architecture, 
numerous unique facets are contributing to the growing 
reputation of the nation’s second city as a chic alternative 
for cultured travellers, especially amongst those 
international adventurers seeking something different to the 
same old city break destinations.

While it will never rival Amsterdam’s reputation for 
hedonism, Rotterdam has a more nuanced ability to delight 
in a way that has found favour with an increasing number 
of in-the-know visitors. As Europe’s largest cargo port it 
seems a most unlikely contender for the latest hip, 
happening and cultural destination. However, initial 
impressions are often deceiving, just as much as for cities 
as for people. Gaze beyond the bustling port known as the 

‘Gateway to Europe’ and suddenly a multitude of 
world-class art galleries and museums come into view, 
within an easy stroll from charming streets bursting with 
bohemian cafés and lively clubs.  

Gourmands will relish the Michelin-starred establishments, 
including two-star FG Restaurant, Parkheuvel and 
Restaurant Fred, as well as one-star eateries Joelia, FG Food 
Labs and Amarone. Well-informed foodie sources say it’s 
only a matter of time before some more stars are sprinkled 
about, which is a considerable achievement given that 
Rotterdam is a relatively small city of just over 600,000. But 
whilst the number of inhabitants may be small they 
certainly know how to party, with a very full calendar of 
festivals, exhibitions, cultural and sporting events, including 

Koningsdag (King’s Day) in April and Europe’s second 
biggest Caribbean carnival in July (www.en.rotterdam.info).
 
Within the cityscape itself plenty of surprises abound. Walk 
the streets or jump on a water taxi and you will soon 
discover that, while most of Rotterdam is bold and modern, 
there are pockets of the old town waiting to be discovered 
down quiet laneways and sleepy canals, telling snippets of a 
fascinating maritime story that started when a little fishing 
village sprung up beside a dam built in the Rotte River 
around 1270. Elegant canal houses are not as ubiquitous as 
in Amsterdam, but they are there if you care to look, as are 
smart gingerbread and cream 19th century mansions, the 
status symbols of an era when some made their fortune on 
the seas and others gathered on the nearby docks to 
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“Dotted with some 
of the most 
head-turning 
contemporary 
architecture in the 
world, Rotterdam is 
a sublimely striking 
modern metropolis 
and one of 
Europe’s most 
distinctive cities ”
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emigrate en masse, hoping that better luck was waiting for 
them in the New World.  

While yesteryear’s travellers would arrive and depart by 
steamship, these days Rotterdam is well serviced by 
numerous airlines flying into RTM airport as well as much 
larger Schiphol, the latter providing the most choice in 
terms of fares and flight times. From Schiphol take a fast 
30-minute train ride to Rotterdam’s Centraal station - with 
more than 80 trains daily it’s a faster option than the 
45-minute drive. Rotterdam has a very efficient and 
extensive public transport network well connected to RET 
intercity and inter-country trains, so unless you’re planning 
to drive out of the city you won’t need a hire car. A 
three-day Rotterdam Welcome Card, providing unlimited 
travel within the RET metro, tram and bus network, costs 
EUR 20 and includes discounts at various attractions 

(www.rotterdamwelcomecard.com). Meanwhile get your 
bearings before you leave home by downloading the free 
Rotterdam Tourist Info app that incorporates an events 
calendar and handy overview of the city’s Wi-Fi spots.

My first of a four-day visit is fresh and breezy, as I head out 
from Hotel New York to walk to Euromast, an observation 
tower that promises unrivalled panoramic views 
(www.euromast.nl). My route takes me across the iconic 
Erasmusbrug, an impressive steel suspension bridge that 
links the north and south of the city across the Maas, 
affectionally dubbed ‘The Swan’ by locals because of its 
distinctive shape. Making sure to stay out of the path of the 
dozens of speedy cyclists, I turn left onto the Westzeedijk, 
a wide, soulless thoroughfare which skirts the border of the 
Museumpark. Walking past, I easily spot the wide, low 

silhouette of one of the 1990s most talked about buildings, 
the Kunsthal, a glass-fronted gallery for contemporary art, 
designed by Koolhaas. (www.kunsthal.nl/en). In case you 
have any doubt about the building’s purpose, there is a 
sculpture of a camel and his driver by Henk Visch perched 
jauntily on the roof. In brilliant contrast, a short distance 
across the road is the Koningin Emmaplein (Queen 
Emmaplein), an enchanting semi-circle of 
neo-Renaissance red brick mansions arranged around a 
central square, built in the late 19th century for the elite 
business community. I am unsure if the stark juxtaposition 
is by clever design or coincidence, but it seems as apt a 
symbol of Rotterdam’s contrasting faces as any I come 
across. To reach Euromast I cross Het Park - a calming 
Central Park-style expanse of lush greenery and 
established botanicals.

Euromast was built in 1960 to an original height of 100 
metres before being extended upwards to 185 a decade 
later. When I visit the tower is on the verge of a two-week 
closure for renovations, including a facelift to the restaurant 
and a lick of paint to the exterior. I enjoy a divine lunch at 
the restaurant while relishing the sweeping views of the city 
beneath my feet. Afterwards I board a circular elevator that 
slowly revolves, giving a 360° panorama of the city through 
giant windows as it rises to the very top. It’s a wonderful 
way to literally get a big picture – I could see all the way 
back along the route I had just walked, to the Erasmus 
Bridge and the three linked towers of the largest building in 
the Netherlands, De Rotterdam (another Koolhaas design); 
across the water to the former Chinatown precinct of 
Katendrecht and moored ship SS Rotterdam. To cap it off, 
after a slightly sullen start to the day, the sun breaks 
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through the clouds just as I am 
retrieving my camera from my bag, 
giving the sky a photo-perfect soft wash 
of blue like a watercolour painting. 

As I explore further during the next few 
days, I decide that walking is the most 
enjoyable way to get around since there 
is so much to see en route. The 
Westersingel sculpture trail is a perfect 
example. Start at Rotterdam Centraal – 
a work of art in its own right with its 
dramatic solar panel-clad roof – and 
walk along the Westersingel canal 
towards Westzeedijk. The route features 
17 works from the city’s international 
collection, including many by prominent 
names such as Rodin, Carel Visser and 
Joel Shapiro. The canal setting 
complements the art well – the 
sculptures seamlessly blending into the 
urban landscape, providing much 
welcome aesthetically beautiful 
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distractions. The sculptures are very much a cultural 
amuse-bouche, whetting one’s artistic appetite for the 
sights within Museumpark at the southern end of 
Westersingel. The park includes Museum Boijmans Van 
Beuningen housing a world-class collection of Dutch and 
European masterpieces (www.boijmans.nl/en), The New 
Institute of architecture, fashion, design and e-culture, and 
a rather good natural history museum 
(www.cityguiderotterdam.com). 

Once you have had your fill of museums, walk back to the 
Westersingel and amble down the Witte de Withstraat, the 
city’s artistic heart, lined with galleries, avante garde fashion 
boutiques, hipster cafes, restaurants and bars. Immerse 
yourself in new media art and underground films at 

alternative cultural centre WORM (www.worm.org), or while 
away an hour at the Witte de With Center for Contemporary 
Art (www.wdw.nl/en/). The Witte de Withkwartier is a cool 
place to find yourself as day turns to night, as it’s well 
known for its vibrant pub, club and restaurant scene. Visit 
Supermercado for feisty Latin American fare and chilled 
tequilas (www.supermercadorotterdam.nl), Café LaBru for 
relaxed drinks with friends 
(www.facebook.com/pg/CafeLaBru) and underground 
Wunderbar for quirky craft beers 
(www.worm.org/venues/wunderbar/).

Another neighbourhood with an intriguing past and present 
is the Laurenskwartier. The district is home to the only 
building that survives from medieval times, Church of St. 

Lawrence (Laurenskerk) built between 1449 and 1525, 
which now stands proudly beside some of Rotterdam’s most 
cutting-edge contemporary structures, including Piet 
Blom’s famous Cube Houses, and one of the city’s newest 
landmarks, MVRDV’s spectacular Markthal, a space-age 
horseshoe of apartments looped over a covered market hall 
(www.markthal.nl/en). Step inside Markthal’s enormous 
entrance arch and be prepared to be parted from your Euros. 
The interior is a gastronomic wonderland of colours, smells 
and textures, with stalls offering a boggling variety of 
processed meats, pyramids of yellow, crimson and smoky 
brown spices, fresh seafood laid out on beds of ice, and, of 
course, dozens of varieties of cheese. One of the more 
unusual items I spotted was a shiitake mushroom growing 
kit – a curious, pale brown stump that looked like it was 
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missing a goblin atop it! I eventually settled on some 
handmade chocolates and rounds of Edam cheese on the 
basis that they would be easier to get home. Buoyed with 
my purchases I caught a metro across town to explore an 
entirely different pocket of Rotterdam, and one that I had 
been relishing visiting since I first hearing of it: Delfshaven. 

Like Laurenskerk, Delfshaven is one of the jewels of the old 
city that miraculously survived the 1940 bombardment. A 
short walk from the river near Euromast, it may as well be 
in another world to the busy streets surrounding it. Stroll 
along Delfshaven’s herringbone-paved lanes alongside the 
canal, and the sounds of cars and trams fade into the 
distance, replaced by the tinkle of bicycle bells and the soft 
chatter of old friends sitting outside cafés. Old-fashioned 
street lamps line the waterfront, and it is so quiet that I can 
hear a church bell chime the hour as I walk along admiring 
the boats moored in the little marina. Dating back to 1389, 
Delfshaven has a wonderfully rich history: it was the 
departure point for the Pilgrim Fathers on their journey to 
the Americas and the birthplace of Dutch maritime hero 
Piet Hein. Previously home to herring fishermen and gin 
distillers, the tall, handsome canal houses are now used as 
art studios, antique stores, gin bars and beer breweries. I 
stop for a drink at one of the pocket-sized pubs and then 
wander back outside, where the light of the afternoon is 
fading swiftly into evening shadows. A pair of ducks is 
waddling around near a parked bicycle on the other side of 
the street. They look like a good subject for a photo, so I 
bring out my camera and walk slowly towards them, 
hoping I can get close enough. But, despite my best efforts, 
they see me – and to my surprise, instead of shuffling 
away, they move closer to pose cheekily for the camera, 
entirely unafraid and clearly enjoying the attention. I get 
my picture and wander back along the canal front, where 
the lights of the lamps and the houses create a fairylike 
glow over the water. Walking to a nearby street to catch a 
tram back to my hotel is a rushed jolt back to the present, 
full of urban noise and bright glaring neon. The tram rattles 
down the track and through the window I see once again 
the sleek shapes of new offices and apartments climbing 
into the evening sky, more cranes on the horizon, the 
epitome of an up-to-the-minute hub. However it is the 
glimpses of the city’s multi-layered past, the ghosts of 
seafarers and fishermen, merchants and pilgrims, which 
give Rotterdam its charismatic heart. Old and new, 
side-by-side, seamlessly fused in one dynamic, innovative, 
constantly moving city – this is the uniqueness, energy 
and essence of Rotterdam.

“Walk the streets or jump on 
a water taxi and you will 
soon discover that, while 
most of Rotterdam is bold 
and modern, there are 
pockets of the old town 
waiting to be discovered 
down quiet laneways and 
sleepy canals ”

ALSTERARKADEN
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STAY
HOTEL NEW YORK
While numerous hotels around the globe are promoted as iconic 
landmarks, the Hotel New York has a far more compelling claim than most. 
The former headquarters of the Holland America Line, this grand old 
maritime lady is steeped in history, from its boardrooms and now luxurious 
master suites, to the original art deco furnishings and spectacular wrought 
iron central staircase. Presiding regally over the end of Wilhelmina Pier 
since 1901, the building was the departure point for hundreds of 
thousands of emigrants leaving the Old World for America in the dawning 
decades of the 20th century. Reincarnated as a hotel in 1993, the property 
is now part of Dutch hospitality group WestCord Hotels. 

Hotel New York is located on the south side of Erasmus Bridge, 15 minutes 
by train or taxi from Rotterdam’s Centraal station. One of its most 
charming selling points is the sheer variety in its 72 rooms, many of which 
overlook the Maas. Not least there are dual aspect corner rooms and two 
quirky tower rooms with spiral staircases leading to the roof. The Cultured 
Traveller stayed in one of the spacious 53m2 boardroom suites on the first 
floor, of which there are only two. Big picture windows set into curved 
wood-panelled walls look over the river, and a large oval bath is set in front 
of the windows so you can watch the boats as you soak. It is a slightly 
strange experience, especially given that you may be bathing where the 
chairman of the board once dictated his letters. The décor is reminiscent of 
an old-fashioned gentlemen’s club - all deep purple velvet furnishings and 
art deco lamps, even a grand open fireplace, lit upon request. The absence 
of a mini-bar is more than compensated by attentive room service 
delivered by genuinely friendly and highly professional staff. I had several 
chats with doorman Arie, who initially came to deliver a glass of red and 
light the fire. For those who crave opulence but are not keen on purple 
velvet, the second boardroom in a more subdued palette of white and 
cream is a less dramatic choice.

Since the hotel is popular with both locals and visitors alike, the ground 
floor café-restaurant is usually busy from early morning until late at night, 
especially on the weekends, serving buffet breakfasts, à la carte lunches 
and dinners and afternoon teas of sinfully delicious cream cakes. There’s 
also an oyster counter and a long pub-style bar. For a more intimate 
backdrop head downstairs to the recently opened NY Basement for 
contemporary European cuisine and inventive handcrafted cocktails plus a 
side order of live jazz. Conveniently Hotel New York also boasts its own 
water taxi station directly outside. 

With walls that could tell a thousand stories and a historic past deeply 
ingrained into the building’s very structure, dropping anchor at Hotel New 
York is undoubtedly a highly memorable stay experience. Part oversized 
boutique hotel and part antique treasure, this classy old lady is looking 
exquisitely good for her years. 

www.hotelnewyork.com
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STAY
ROTTERDAM MARRIOTT HOTEL
Its prime downtown location and generously sized rooms are the main 
attractions of the Marriott, which confidently bills itself as Rotterdam’s 
leading hotel. Situated directly opposite the main train station, the hotel 
occupies the first 15 floors of a glass and steel tower that is entirely in tune 
with the vibrant, up-to-the-minute streetscape of one of Europe’s 
trendiest ports. 

The hotel has undergone extensive interior redesign works since it was 
rebranded a Marriott just over a year ago. Many of the 230 guest rooms and 
suites have been redecorated in a sophisticated colour palette of delicate 
cream, biscuit brown and soft grey, and kitted out with furniture that nods 
to the city’s obsession with sleek and cool design. Rooms range from 30m2 
for a superior room (which is fairly large considering it is prime city centre 
locale), to a sumptuous Presidential Suite featuring separate living and 
dining rooms and all the usual mod cons you’d expect from a top-end 
Dutch hospitality entertaining pad. Whilst executive rooms and suites 
include Illy espresso machines, complimentary breakfast and access to an 
exclusive 10th floor lounge, it’s the views that really set the Rotterdam 
Marriott Hotel apart. Many rooms offer amazing vistas, giving guests a 
bird’s eye view of some of the most cutting-edge architecture on the planet. 
The Cultured Traveller stayed in a newly redecorated corner suite on the 
twelfth floor with giant sound-proofed windows on two sides, providing a 
sweeping panorama of the city. Sitting on a cushioned window seat, one 
could watch commuters scurrying along like ants on the bustling 
Westersingel below. Directly opposite the hotel is Calypso, a 22-floor luxury 
apartment complex with bright red accents, designed by British architect 
Will Alsop to appear as if it is floating. As day turned to night, and the 
towers lit up all the way to the Erasmus Bridge in the distance, it all became 
a somewhat mesmerising spectacle.

The hotel has two distinct F&B offerings: the Breakfast Brasserie which is an 
expansive space overlooking the hotel front and the station, and Pillars Bar & 
Restaurant, an all-day dining venue offering a diverse menu of international 
fare, just off the ground floor lobby. It’s worth booking at least one evening 
meal at Pillars to experience the three-course chef’s menu, which during my 
visit featured halibut ceviche, slow-cooked beef with beech mushrooms and 
pumpkin cream, and, to finish, an utterly divine pyramid of pear parfait with 
hazelnut foam. All for a rather reasonable EUR 34.50. As one would expect 
this was, of course, complemented by an extensive wine list as well as 
several varieties of local craft beers and a range of gins. 

If you’re looking for a contemporary, well-appointed inner city base, 
Rotterdam Marriott Hotel ticks all the right boxes and much more. Efficient 
and comfortable, and offering just the right mix of sophistication and service, 
make this particular property the perfect counterbalance to a boutique hotel 
for a two-centre stay within Holland’s charismatic port city. 

www.marriottrotterdam.com
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SEE
MUSEUM BOIJMANS VAN BEUNINGEN
If you are going to visit just one gallery in Rotterdam, 
Boijmans and Kunsthal are the top two contenders. One 
of the Netherlands’ oldest museums, its collection is built 
on the legacy of jurist Frans Jacob Otto Boijmans, who 
left his personal collection to the city in 1849. In 1958 the 
name of benefactor Daniël George van Beuningen was 
added to the museum after the acquisition of his 
collection, which now includes a swathe of Dutch and 
European masterpieces spanning the Middle Ages to the 
present day, including works by Rembrandt, Van Gogh, 
Bosch, Bruegel, Dali and Munch. Intimate galleries and 
large salons unusually allow a large proportion of 
Boijmans’ art to be viewed in natural light. 
www.boijmans.nl

KUNSTHAL
More cultural centre than museum and heralded by 
many as an icon of modern architecture, the Kunsthal 
was unveiled to the public in 1992 and has set tongues 
wagging ever since. Designed by Rotterdam’s most 
famous architect, Rem Koolhaas, with project architect 
Fuminori Hoshino from Rotterdam company OMA, the 
building won huge international acclaim for its 
innovative design and use of materials. It appears at first 
glance to be a fairly unimpressive large flat box, but upon 
closer inspection every façade is different. Inside, seven 
exhibition spaces host continually changing temporary 
displays of new wave design, fashion, photography, 
digital art and modern masterpieces, with several 
cutting-edge exhibitions often on display at the same 
time. www.kunsthal.nl

SS ROTTERDAM
The former flagship of the Holland America Line, SS 
Rotterdam is now permanently moored in its homeport 
as a novel hotel, dining venue and floating party palace. 
In its 1960s heyday, the 228-metre former ocean liner 
was a familiar sight on the Atlantic as it powered 
between Rotterdam and New York laden with 
well-heeled passengers. These days you can imagine 
yourself back in the romantic age of steam while sipping 
a cocktail on the terrace and gazing out across the city, 
lingering over lunch at The Lido or the Club Room, or 
spending the night in one of the ship’s 254 hotel rooms. 
You can also take a tour of the bow, bridge and engine 
rooms. ‘La Grande Dame’ as SS Rotterdam is 

SS ROTTERDAMKUNSTHAL

MUSEUM BOIJMANS VAN BEUNINGEN
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INTERNATIONAL MARITIME MUSEUM
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affectionately known, is located at the tip of the 
Katendrecht peninsula. 
www.ssrotterdam.com

SPIDO CRUISES
It would be a shame to visit such a historic port and not 
see the sights from the water. The sleek fleet of Spido 
vessels run a range of cruises most days of the year, 
departing from the base of Erasmus Bridge. A 75-minute 
harbour tour is enough to see Rotterdam's impressive 
skyline with its imposing buildings, together with the 
harbour’s shipyards and docks. Better still buy a hop-on 
hop-off bus and Spido boat ticket to make best use of 
both transport modes for a full day (www.spido.nl). For a 
cruising experience with a culinary edge, take to the 
Maas on “The Pancake Boat” whilst munching on all the 
pancakes you can eat laden with a variety of scrummy 
toppings. www.pannenkoekenboot.nl

CUBE HOUSES
Along with Erasmus Bridge and the city’s skyline, the 
Cube Houses are one of the most recognised symbols of 
Rotterdam. Designed by Dutch architect Piet Blom, at first 
glance they appear to be completely unliveable, but step 
inside the fully furnished Kijk-Kubus (Show-Cube), and 
you will soon discover how it’s possible to reside in such 
an unusual dwelling. Each house represents a tree with 
the whole development designed to symbolise a 
woodland. In Dutch the area is called ‘Blaakse Bos’ which 
literally translates to Blaakse Wood. The Cube Houses 
border the Laurenskwartier district and waterfront area, 
within easy walking distance of the Markthal, Oude 
Haven and the Laurenskerk. www.en.rotterdam.info

LAURENSKERK
Built on the banks of the River Rotte between 1449 and 
1525, Grote of Sint-Laurenskerk (or Church of St. 
Lawrence) is literally the only building to have survived 
from the medieval city centre and is a potent emblem of 
the community’s ability to endure. Heavily damaged 
during the bombing of Rotterdam in WWII, the building 
underwent extensive repair work and now stands in 
marked contrast to the modern architecture that 
surrounds it. Along with regular services and an 
interesting permanent exhibition, the church hosts 
concerts, tours, exhibitions and receptions, and you can 
climb the 65-metre tower on Wednesdays and Saturdays 
from April through October. 
www.laurenskerkrotterdam.nl

CUBE HOUSES

CRUISING SPIDO

www.en.rotterdam.info/locations/kijk-kubus-1


TASTE
AMARONE
For superb contemporary French cuisine that tastes as good as it looks, Amarone is hard to beat. Situated on one of 
Rotterdam’s most stylish streets, the restaurant had been open just 15 months when it was awarded a Michelin star. This 
reflected the commitment of owner-chef Gert Blom and his tight-knit team, to the creation of innovative dishes using 
quality ingredients prepared to a consistently high standard. A decade later sees Amarone continue to glean regular 
widespread praise. Elegant, sophisticated and decorated in a palette of neutral colours, the restaurant houses a walk-in 
wine room of more than 500 different vintages. Highly recommended is the truffle risotto, a creamy concoction of simple 
goodness that will have you yearning for more. The three-course lunch menu is good value at EUR 37.50. 
www.restaurantamarone.nl

PARKHEUVEL
Considered one of the best restaurants in the Netherlands, Parkheuvel is known for its two Michelin stars and beautiful 
setting at the front of Het Park, near Euromast, with gorgeous views over the Nieuwe Maas and Rotterdam Harbour. The 
restaurant is housed in a modern pavilion, built in 1988, with an art deco interior that boasts river views from every table. 

There is also an outdoor terrace, naturally with views, which is the place to dine during the warmer months. Chef Erik van 
Loo, who runs the restaurant with his wife Anja, is famous for his innovative take on classic mostly French-based dishes. 
Signatures include chicken ravioli with langoustines and oysters with salsify, potato rosti and Perle Imperial caviar. 
www.parkheuvel.nl

FG 
If you’re a fan of the Heston Blumenthal school of cooking then FG will be right up your culinary street. Head chef Francois 
Geurds was formerly a sous chef at The Fat Duck, Blumenthal’s temple to molecular cuisine. Guerds’ flagship restaurant FG, 
has earned two Michelin stars, whilst its sibling, FG Food Labs, has one star. A visit to a Geurds establishment is a veritable fine 
dining adventure, with dishes prepared using liquid nitrogen, presented in an unusual fashion and featuring the marriage of 
ingredients you never thought you’d see on the same plate. There’s a ‘fragrance table’ in the kitchen, and guests in the private 
dining room sit under an inverted garden of plants hanging from the ceiling. Set menus range from a EUR 45 three-course 
lunch to a EUR 185 eight-course dégustation experience. www.fgrestaurant.nl/en
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NY BASEMENT 
With a fabulous long cocktail bar and décor inspired by pre-war Manhattan, NY Basement is a novel recent addition to 
Rotterdam’s restaurant scene that looks like it should feature in The Great Gatsby. Downstairs from the main restaurant at the 
historic Hotel New York at the end of Wilhelmina Pier, NY Basement features a buzzing open kitchen, cosy banquette seating 
and salmon-hued walls adorned with black and white photos of musical greats. Live jazz features regularly so it’s wise to 
check with the hotel if you want to catch an act. From the modern European menu we recommend the juicy grilled sirloin and 
terrifically tart lemon pie, but don’t leave without ordering at least one cocktail: TCT’s pick is the strong but fruity Angels & 
Tongues made with Dutch spirits, vermouth, apple thyme cordial and grapefruit bitters. Did we mention that it’s strong? 
www.nybasement.nl

JOELIA 
With an airy feel and lustrous contemporary décor, Joelia is the gastronomic equivalent to Rotterdam’s cutting-edge office 
towers. Based on the Coolsingel side of the Hilton hotel, with views over the city centre, it is a perfect spot to unwind at the end 
of a long day working or sight-seeing over a selection of dishes by renowned chef Mario Ridder, washed down with an 

excellent glass of wine or two. The menu at the Michelin-starred eatery is eclectic and intriguing, featuring French themed fare 
with a twist, divided into sections entitled ‘culinary trip’, ‘Mario’s favorites’ and ‘all the way’. To give you a taste, the hedonistic 
‘all the way’ features crab and caviar, lobster, wagyu beef and vanilla soufflé with blood orange. Diners can also indulge in a six 
or eight-course ‘culinary trip’ menu. www.joelia.eu

POFFERTJESSALON SETH
It might be a mouthful to pronounce for those of us who don’t speak Dutch, but all you really need to know is that 
Poffertjessalon Seth makes delicious, traditional little Dutch pancakes. Made according to the secret Seth family recipe, the 
pancakes are typically presented as a simple dish with powdered sugar and butter, though you can opt for added extras such 
as raisins, fruit, whipped cream or liquor. The authentic décor adds to the experience – think wooden benches, bright Brabant 
curtains, Tiffany lamps and Anton Pieck paintings. Located opposite Markthal on Hoogstraat, this is the ideal place to pit stop 
for some tasty nosh after some serious shopping. It’s worth knowing that you can use a Rotterdam Welcome Card for a 50% 
discount on Poffertjessalon Seth’s pancakes. www.poffertjessalonseth.nl
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SIP
DE WITTE AAP
Witte de Withkwartier is the vibrant heart of the 
Rotterdam art scene and is renowned for some of 
the most dynamic nightlife in the city. At its heart, 
for many years, has been the famous White 
Monkey, one of the most popular pubs in 
Rotterdam. This fairly cosy bar on Witte de 
Withstraat is usually filled to the rafters with locals, 
especially during summer, and a bohemian crowd 
is regularly seen spilling out onto its terrace. De 
Witte Aap is known for its friendly service and a 
great soundtrack – there’s live music on 
Wednesdays and DJs on Saturdays – and is a 
reliable place to start a night on the tiles with a 
Dutch beer or two. www.facebook.com/dewitteaap

BALLROOM
Still on Witte de Withstraat, one of the newest 
editions to the street is the trendy Ballroom gin and 
tonic bar. Stocking more than 160 types of gin – 
which the establishment claims is the biggest 
collection in Europe – there’s something for every 
lover of the famous tipple, ranging in flavour from 
fresh to sweet, herby to spicy and floral to citrus. 
There’s also a reasonable selection of nibbles to 
accompany your sipping on the terrace, at the bar 
or in the secret garden. Try the Bitterballen – a 
traditional Dutch meat-based snack – or the 
Ballplate selection. A resident DJ lays down funk, 
soul and groove on Friday and Saturday nights. 
www.ballroomrotterdam.nl

THE STIRR
Labelled by The Lonely Planet as arguably the best 
cocktail house in the country, this little gem of a 
speakeasy cum living room cum cocktail bar is well 
worth the trouble of searching out. Located off 
Eendrachtweg, parallel to Westersingel, The Stirr was 
the brainchild of four local bartenders who realised 
their dream with the proceeds of a crowd-funding 
campaign. The ambience is hipster chic – think 
exposed brick walls, moustaches and a laid-back 
attitude – while the cocktails are deliciously bespoke. 
The owners create their own recipes, not just for the 
cocktails but also for the base syrups used in the 
cocktails, and they will happily mix you a special drink 
based on your mood and tastes. www.thestirr.nl

68 The Cultured Traveller Jun-Jul 2017

DE WITTE APP

THE STIRR

BALLROOM

THE VIP ROOM



86 The Cultured Traveller Jun-Jul 2017

THE SUICIDE CLUB
Rooftop bars are having a moment – when aren’t 
they, frankly? – and The Suicide Club is Rotterdam’s 
nod to this trend. Located right in the centre, 
opposite Rotterdam Centraal, this is the perfect 
setting to appreciate the city’s funky architecture 
while sipping a chilled cocktail on a balmy summer 
night. The list includes a good mix of originals and 
re-invented classics – we dare you to try ‘Sky Is The 
Limit’, a heady mix of vodka, sambuca, dark 
chocolate and blood orange, or the fabulously 
named ‘Unicorn & Lions’, a gin-based cocktail with 
velvet falernum (a spiced sweet citrus syrup), 
aperol and rhubarb. There are also sharing nibbles 
that are a definite cut above bar food, including 
oysters served with watermelon salsa, and 
dumplings with beef and escargot. 
www.thesuicideclub.nl

THE VIP ROOM
With the slogan of a ‘no frills club in a no nonsense 
city’ The VIP Room on Stadhuisplein, just off the 
Coolsingel, is an old-school style club lounge that 
attracts a fair number of Rotterdam’s party people 
on any given night. Washed with violet lighting, the 
décor of the multi-levelled main floor area nods to 
the Orient with Buddha statues and lantern style 
lighting, and there’s usually a solid line-up of Dutch 
and special guest DJs keeping the place pumping 
and energy levels up. There’s also a terrace that 
pays homage to Nikki Beach style al fresco clubs. 
Weekends are naturally the busiest, but The VIP 
Room is also very popular for its chic Monday night 
gatherings. www.theviproom.eu

BAR TENDER
The first shooter bar in Rotterdam, Bar Tender offers 
a dizzying array of 200 different shots to help you 
get your night started with a bang. It’s a cosy little 
place, with a luminous bar and a cheery interior 
and colourful paintings adorning the walls. During 
the week Bar Tender is fairly laid back, but on the 
weekends the shot kings love to put on a show with 
fiery extravaganzas that literally light up the bar. 
Get your lips around a Bazooka or a Harry Potter – 
or TCT’s favourite for its dramatic appeal, the classic 
Flaming Lamborghini. Bar Tender is on the 
Coolsingel, near the junction with Aert van 
Nesstraat. www.bar-tender.nl
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SPEND
MARKTHAL
One of Rotterdam’s newest architectural landmarks, Markthal is hard to miss, and equally hard to escape from once you find 
yourself mesmerized by the bounty of gourmet treasures inside. Designed by MVRDV and opened in 2014, the innovative 
covered market hall houses an eclectic collection of stalls, selling everything from fresh and packaged foodstuffs, gourmet 
cheeses and meats, to handcrafted truffles and chocolates. It’s a perfect place to pick up gifts. If you’re interested in the foodie 
scene, it is also worth checking out the much smaller but very well regarded Fenix Food Factory, an artisanal food market in a 
former warehouse on the Katendrecht peninsula. www.markthal.nl/en

DE BIJENKORF
As the Netherlands’ leading luxury department store brand, De Bijenkorf has been catering to well-heeled Dutch shoppers 
since 1870. Founded as a humble haberdashery, De Bijenkorf has for many years operated flagship stores in Rotterdam, 
Amsterdam and The Hague. The Rotterdam store, in front of the Beurs-World Trade Center on the Coolsingel, is the place to go 
in the port city for designer items by the likes of Gucci, Louis Vuitton and Hermès. It’s worth noting that shoppers who spend 
EUR 50 or more can get a tax refund. www.debijenkorf.nl

VAN OLDENBARNEVELTSTRAAT
Not far from De Bijenkorf in the Cool district, Van Oldenbarneveltstraat is a street where French designer chic meets Dutch style 
to create an intriguing shopping environment of cutting edge fashion and texture-filled interior boutiques, smart slow food 
eateries and upmarket beauty stores where you can easily lose yourself for a happy couple of hours. Combine a trip to Van 
Oldenbarneveltstraat with a wander down the nearby Westersingel sculpture route for a dose of retail therapy and a helping of 
culture in the same afternoon. www.oldenbarneveltstraatrotterdam.nl 

MEENT
Jutting off from the main thoroughfare of Coolsingel, Meent is one of the city’s most upmarket shopping streets, featuring small 
specialty boutiques and gift stores alongside upmarket bars and relaxed cafés. Worth looking into are SuperTrash (85a) for its 
super-girlie vibe, Zola and Zola Male (60 and 73a) for hip casualwear and the Shoeclub (98) for a wide variety of funky 
footwear and the latest leather bags. If you need a pick-me-up during your retail therapy session, the expansive corner wine 
bar 1NUL8 on the corner of Meent serves great coffee and an extensive list of tipples including a rather good G&T! 
(www.facebook.com/1nul8). www.cityguiderotterdam.com

MARGREETH OLSTHOORN
A little avant-garde and a touch punk, this is the kind of store, which you will be telling friends about for months after you visit. 
Margreeth Olsthoorn is well known among Rotterdam’s fashionistas for its cutting edge contemporary designer collections, by 
labels such as Maison Martin Margiela, Henrik Vibskov, Masnada, Leon Louis, Acne and Avelon, as well as upcoming labels 
such as local jewellery brand The Boyscouts. Slick, stylish and very urban, the store is on Schiedamsedijk, near the Maritime 
Museum. www.shop.margreetholsthoorn.nl

DEPOT ROTTERDAM
If you have been inspired by the style of the city and want to take a little piece of it home with you, then Depot Rotterdam is 
the place to go. A design consultancy, studio and shop for everything related to the home, leaning towards functional but fun 
and contemporary style, Depot Rotterdam showcases pieces by well-known interior designers as well as up-and-coming 
names. It’s also a great place for gifts. Depot Rotterdam is on the Pannekoekstraat, a short stroll from Markthal and the 
Laurenskerk. www.depotrotterdam.nl
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