
T
o quote from the official 
website for water tourism in 
Friesland: ‘Feel the freedom 
while you sail through the 
exceptionally beautiful areas 
of the Frisian lakes. Ahead 

you will see outlines of the villages, 
countless church spires and typical Frisian 
farms. The endless nature and traditional 
scenery will provide you with the ultimate 
feeling of inner peace.’

For those who may not have ventured 
into the Netherlands or studied its history, 
I should just mention that the province  
of Friesland lies to the far north of the 
country, and its indigenous population 
has its origins in an area that roughly 
covered south Scandinavia, Denmark  
and the Weser/Oder region. In the period 
between 1750BC and 700BC they were 
still part of a larger group of peoples  
called the Germanics. 

Since those times the Frisians came 
through Roman, Frankish and Viking 
invasions when they were exploited, 
over-taxed and subject to feudalism. From 
around 1000AD they started taking land 
out of the reach of the sea by building 
protective dykes. Between 1000AD and 
1100AD large parts of Friesland were 
protected from the sea, and there were 
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business association for the water sports 
industry. Prices are refreshingly reasonable 
compared to chartering in some sunnier 
climes, and for those wishing to get their 
first taste of handling a boat there is no 
skipper’s licence required for yachts under 
15m and capable of less than 20km/h 
maximum speed.

The charter companies do insist on 
giving you a detailed briefing, however, 
with boat handling/navigation 
instructions and a ‘driving test’ afterwards, 
which will probably take up half a day  
of your charter. They reserve the right to 
refuse to let you take the boat, or force you 
to take a skipper at your own cost if you 
really can’t convince them that you are 
capable – but I suspect this rarely happens.

The other pleasant surprise, apart from 
the variety and friendly pricing of the 
boats available, is that once under way 
and exploring the region you will not find 
overnight moorings too expensive in 
marinas, and tying up 
on the riverbank is 
mostly for free, with  
facilities such as 
rubbish disposal 
usually close by. 

For several years we 
chartered in Friesland during August while 
we were living and working in Spain: 
strange how you find cooler places 
inviting when you live in a sunny climate!

We found nothing more relaxing than 
tying up on a riverbank overnight and 
cooking dinner on a disposable barbecue 
ashore. Always remember, of course, to 
have a bucket of water standing by just in 
case, and to douse the embers when 
you’ve finished and place the foil and 
waste in a bag and dispose of it properly 
the next morning.

We have found the standard and service 
from the couple of charter companies we 
have used to be excellent. We experienced 
a flat battery on one boat and a mystery 
leak on another, but on both occasions the 
yard came out within a few hours and 

fixed the problems. Other than that, over 
a period of six years we had trouble-free 
and pleasurable charters, and never ran 
out of places to visit. In fact, going back 
last summer with our own boat, we spent 
a month cruising Friesland and still left 
with quite a list of ‘places still to see.’

A sneak peek at Sneek Week
One of the main areas to find a good 
selection of charter companies and which 
is really the epicentre of the Friesland 
waterways is the charming town (city)  
of Sneek, pronounced ‘snake’.

The surrounding area, including the  
very large lake (Sneekermeer), is a boaters’ 
paradise, and the city is well known  
for Sneek Week, its annual regatta and 
boating festival. This is always held in 
August, and in 2014 it runs from August 
3-8. The Royal Yacht Club Sneek (KWS) 
has organised this special event for the 
past 78 years. 

Sneek Week is 
Europe’s largest 
inshore sailing 
regatta, but it also 
offers a hugely 
enjoyable atmosphere 
for which the event  

is famous. Sailors compete in 40 different 
classes such as Vaurien, Yngling, Optimist, 
Finn, 2.4mR, Laser and Splash among 
others, and many loyal fleets keep coming 
back for more, year after year.

When racing finishes, the party begins. 
During Sneek Week the city comes alive, 
with bands playing, funfairs and loads  
of impromptu parties on yachts and 
sailing barges. Even the Start Island out  
on the lake (close to the regatta start  
line) rocks with music night and day  
in a huge party tent.

If you’re looking for peaceful evenings 
don’t be in Sneek during that week, and 
don’t expect to get a mooring in the town 
unless you have booked it well in advance. 
We usually tie up a few miles away and 
come into town for an evening just to 
have a meal and soak up the atmosphere. 
But if you’re a keen regatta sailor or party 
animal – or both – you might well want  
to spend all six days there, and have the 
time of your life!

I shouldn’t neglect to mention the latest 
water sports craze to hit the province of 
Friesland, especially as a couple of friends 
of mine took part in it last summer. This is 
the SUP (stand-up paddle board) Tour that 
follows the same ‘11 Cities’ route made 
famous by the ice skaters who traditionally 
competed over frozen rivers and canals 
during the winter. 

However, with climate change bringing 
less frequent freezing conditions, the  
SUP version is gaining popularity as 
something that can be done every year.  
In 2013, the 11 historical Frisian cities 
were ‘stand-up paddled’ by 87 brave 
competitors who covered a gruelling 
220km over five days. The 2014 event 
promises to be even bigger and will 
be from September 3-7. 

extensive regulations concerning 
maintenance of dykes and water  
control sluices.

Ultimately, the strong streak of 
individualism in Frisian society led to  
the creation of factions and a descent  
into civil war at the end of the 1300s. 
Eventually they willingly submitted to 
annexation by the larger province of 
Holland in the early 1400s as a way of 
calming the chaos. Dutch government 
and civil servants were installed, and from 
then until now the fortunes of Friesland 
have been intertwined with those of the 
present-day Netherlands.

Trouble-free charters
As you can imagine with such a history 
behind it, Friesland has very strong 
cultural roots in sailing and water sports, 
which makes it an ideal location for 
pursuing those pastimes. Whether you are 
planning to take your own boat there, or 
to hire one from one of the many yacht 
charter operators based in the province, 
you will have plenty of choice of where 
and what to sail depending on the kind  
of boating you enjoy.

Chartering is very well regulated, and 
reputable companies are governed by a 
standard contract from HISWA, the Dutch 
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Plenty of stopovers
For us, last year was a little different to 
previous ones, because instead of 
travelling to Sneek and picking up a 
charter boat we had to get to Friesland 
with our own boat from our home marina 
in South Holland. Here lies the danger of 
time evaporating when you are cruising 
and enjoying new places along the way.

We said when we left that our plan was 
‘not to plan’, but I had a rough idea in my 
mind of taking about a week to get into 
Friesland. Oh, how wrong you can be!

The route we decided to take after visiting 
the old South Holland towns of Oud-
Beijerland and Gouda was via the 
Hollandse IJssel, the Amsterdam Rhine 
Canal, the very picturesque River Vecht 
with a few stopovers on the way, and 
through the lock at Muiden, which leads 
out onto the IJsselmeer via the Markermeer. 

A good pair of binoculars and a second 
pair of sharp eyes was required when 
exiting the lock and picking our way 
through the maze of channel markers  
that confronted us, as the huge expanse  
of open water appeared ahead on a fairly 
squally but bright day. From there we 
picked our way into the buoyed channel 
that cuts across towards the east at the 
lower end of the Markemeer, and 
eventually into a wide, sweeping waterway 
that took us northwards through the 
province of Overijssel, where plenty of 
stopovers are available on the way. 

The ones we chose, such as Roggebotsluis 
(pronounce it if you can), Harderwijk and 
Spakenburg, were all very agreeable: but 
the latter deserves a special mention.

The history of Bunschoten-Spakenburg –  
the two towns have merged together – 
dates back to the 12th century. 
Spakenburg was once on the borders of 
open sea, with a flourishing fishing 

industry, before the IJsselmeer dyke cut it 
off. But the charming old shipyard slips 
remain, and many authentic wooden 
fishing boats are lovingly maintained 
there with traditional methods.

Another unique feature of Spakenburg 
town is that it holds open-air street  
parties in all its bars and terraces on every 
Wednesday of the summer! As luck would 
have it, we were there on a Wednesday:  
I can heartily recommend it, and they are 
busy constructing a very smart-looking 
new marina there, so it’s definitely one  
to put into the float plan.

Unplanned events
This is where the time evaporation that  
I referred to really started to kick in, and 
unplanned events started to pop up. We 
paid n13 for one night at the very well-
appointed marina in Vollenhove, where 
you can walk into the town within a few 

minutes and find everything you 
need. Vollenhove was another  
of the ‘Zuiderzee’ towns that was 
cut off from the sea when the 
IJsselmeer was formed. Like 
Spakenburg, it was once a thriving 
fishing port that suddenly had no 
sea to fish in, and had to reinvent 
itself, partly as a very large leisure 
marina. Alongside it, there is the 
yard of the well-known superyacht 
builder Royal Huisman.

We enjoyed it so much that we 

ended up staying for three nights, and got 
chatting to local boat engineer Peter Jager. 
‘Don’t leave without seeing the fantastic 
annual floodlit boat parade at the Belt-
Schutsloot Gondelvaart this weekend:  
it’s great fun, with loads of music, and 
everybody gets drunk,’ he said.

‘Sounds great, but I’ve never heard of  
the place or the event. Where is it?’ I  
asked him.

It was only about an hour or so north-
east of Vollenhove, but across a small  
lake with a buoyed channel that we  
wouldn’t have bothered to explore if  
Peter hadn’t encouraged us with a further 
piece of local knowledge.

‘Arrive early the day before the event,’ he 
said, ‘or there will not be a mooring there 
for you: it gets absolutely packed with 
visiting boats.’

I could probably use the rest of this 
article talking about the boat parade day 
(and night) that unfolded, but suffice  
to say it was one of the highlights of  
our summer cruise. The Gondels are flat- 
topped working barges which the villagers 
transform into a large fleet of brightly lit, 
artistically decorated and very noisy 
carnival boats.

The ‘Sloot’ is a very narrow, shallow 
waterway which leads out onto the lake. 
The villagers live down both sides of the 
sloot, and here they prepare the Gondels, 
which are then towed eerily and 
dramatically out into the darkness of the 

Living the dream: idyllic 
riverside dwellings enable 
homeowners to moor their 
boat next to the house
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lake after night falls. As each one appears 
they are greeted by hundreds of small 
boats, loaded to the gunwales with 
inebriated but harmless cheering 
onlookers. All I can say is, if you are  
ever in Holland in August, don’t miss it. 

So, tearing ourselves away from 
Overijssel after a great (unplanned)  
week, we proceeded further north towards 
Friesland via overnight stops at Kalenberg, 
Ossenzijl and finally at the kind of 
gateway to Friesland, the appropriately 
named Driewegsluis (Three-way lock). 
Here they have built a brand new  
marina right alongside the lock with  
great facilities, a restaurant and bar, lovely  
walks through the local countryside and  
a quaint old hand-operated DIY lock. I  
was sad to see that since the last time I 
visited the lock its hand wheels have been 
padlocked – probably to avoid vandalism – 
and you can no longer enjoy the novelty 
of locking yourself through (and also 
avoiding the sometimes long wait to get 
through the main automated lock, which 
can be very busy).

Space does not permit me to give a blow- 
by-blow account of every place we have 
visited in Friesland, but a few stand out  
in my mind: and as evidence of that, we 
chose to return to a few of them for maybe 
the sixth or seventh time last summer.

If your wife is developing shopping 
withdrawal symptoms and hungers for  
a big town where she can do damage to 

your credit card, then Leeuwarden is  
the place to go. The city is the capital  
of Friesland, it hosts the start and finish  
of the 11 Cities ice skating tour, has plenty 
of monuments and museums and contains 
some of the best shops.

Visiting the Lauwersmeer
The river that runs around the city 
perimeter has lots of mooring space on 
both banks and this makes it a great place 
to ‘boat watch’ and see all types of craft 
tied up there, which I always enjoy.

Nowadays they have machines 
interspersed along the banks where  
you can pay your mooring fee and get a 
pre-paid card which lets you ‘dial up’ your 
power and water from the shore modules, 
and pay for a shower in one of the facility 
blocks. If you happen to end up moored 
on the bank that is furthest away from  
the town, a cute little ferry skippered by 
student volunteers shuttles you across the 
river for free.

If you have time to go all the way to the 
north of Friesland then don’t miss the 
opportunity to visit the Lauwersmeer, a 
massive lake formed by the flood defence 
system which cut it off from the 
Waddenzee in 1969. It’s now a national 
park renowned for its wildlife and a 
favourite place for birdwatchers. At the 
lake’s far northern shore where it meets 
the sea, a new harbour called Lauwersoog 
was built halfway along the dyke. From 

there you can take a ferry to the Wadden 
island of Schiermonnikoog, where no cars 
are allowed, and more than 2,000 bicycles 
are available for rent to explore the island’s 
unspoilt beauty. We have done it, and can 
verify that it’s a very worthwhile day out. 
You can also exit through the lock in your 
own boat and there is a good-size marina 
on the island in which to tie up. But be 
warned, the mud flats between the 
mainland and the island are perilous, 
some of them drying out completely at 
low water. Also, charter companies usually 
forbid you to go through locks into the 
open sea, or to navigate on the Ijsslemeer.

When on the Lauwersmeer we have 
stayed at an excellent marina near the 
village of Oostmahorn on the western 
shore of the lake. This is a great base from 
which to explore the whole area, and 
offers a cosy bar and restaurant where you 
can relax during the evenings and take in 
the panoramic views across the lake.

Finally, while in the Lauwersmeer  
area, do try to spend a night in Dokkum 
which is close by to the south, and has 
plenty of moorings within walking 
distance of its charming town centre. It 
also has a working windmill close to the 
harbour with great views from its upper 
floors, and inside which you can inspect 
its working mechanisms. Nobody should 
leave the Netherlands without taking  
that opportunity!

Practical Boat Owner 571 March 2014 • www.pbo.co.uk 41

Dutch inland waterways

AboUT The AUThor

Peter Franklin is the 
former managing editor of 
yachting publication The 
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Instructors (level 2) certificate.
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