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Abstract

From the late nineteenth century until the German occupation of the Netherlands, 
Jewish members of the Dutch financial, political, and cultural elites increasingly estab-
lished or settled in homes in suburban and rural areas. In this article I demonstrate, 
on the one hand, how Dutch Jewish country house owners resembled their counterparts 
in other European countries regarding their primary settlement near main cities, their 
familial and their artistic lives, their philanthropy, politics, collecting, and entertain-
ing, and, ultimately, their pursuit of belonging. On the other hand, I show how in the 
Netherlands, a highly bourgeois country, Jews followed general elite practices of enclav-
ing, many houses were permanent residences rather than seasonal homes, and several 
entrepreneurs were unique innovators in the modern repurposing of their estates. In a 
country where Jewish landownership was already visible before the modern period, Jews 
were, although a minority, an integral part of the country house landscape.

Key words: belonging, Dutch Jewish country house owners, modern period, the Netherlands

Established in 1908 on a large estate in the rural province of 
Gelderland, country house Het Spelderholt seemed a remnant 
of the past, at a time when the Netherlands was rapidly indus-

trializing, urbanization was at its height, and a lengthy agricultural 
crisis had been the prelude to the demise of the landed aristocracy 
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and gentry. In many ways, Het Spelderholt, a grand, mixed-style house 
with a medieval-inspired tower, was an exceptional phenomenon. The 
house was also unusual in another respect: its owner, the 36-year-old 
Louis Frederik Teixeira de Mattos (Amsterdam, 1872–The Hague, 
1945), was born a Jew.1 Although Dutch Jews had owned country 
houses (buitenhuizen) since the early modern period, these were sum-
mer houses without an economic function, situated in the urbanized 
west of the country, rather than the agrarian complexes (landgoederen) 
of vast importance for their wider areas in the predominantly agricul-
tural provinces. The local newspaper announced the arrival of Texeira 
de Mattos with much fanfare:

At the spot, where before only sand, heath, pine trees, milled wood, 
and a picturesquely located cabin could be found, now rises a castle. . . .  
[P]eople here are much looking forward to the arrival of Teixeira de 
Mattos, Esq., . . . and all will definitely give a heartfelt “welcome” to the 
Lord of ‘t Spelderholt and his family.2

Teixeira de Mattos, his (non-Jewish) wife Kitty van Schreven (Batavia, 
1870–The Hague, 1956), and their daughter were further greeted by 
the villagers of Beekbergen (and beyond) with numerous speeches, a 
serenade from a marching band, 19 honorary arches, and 42 equestri-
ans dressed in the heraldic colors of the Teixeira de Mattos family—a 
disproportionately festive reception that may seem surprising.3

Teixeira de Mattos, although a descendant from one of the few 
noble Sephardi families in the country, had converted to the dignified 
Walloon Reformed faith in his twenties. He was a modern landlord 
with the ambition and the means to bring innovation and prosper-
ity to his new surroundings. Trained as a civil engineer and deeply 
interested in agricultural reform, Teixeira de Mattos commissioned 
the Nederlandsche Heidemaatschappij (Association for Wasteland 
Redevelopment) to develop the more than 1,700 acres of his estate, 
creating a diverse and future-proof landscape as well as ample employ-
ment for the area.4 A city dweller from The Hague and originally 
born in Amsterdam into a wealthy banking family, Teixeira de Mattos 
became part of the rural, largely non-Jewish communities of the Veluwe 
region. He integrated into this environment on a local and provincial 
level, fulfilling the roles of municipal councilor, deputy mayor, and 
provincial council member there during the 1910s and 20s. During 
the period he spent at Het Spelderholt and in nearby Apeldoorn, he 
seems to have never been attacked or excluded because of his Jewish 
background—at least not publicly. He left the estate in 1921 and from 
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that year onward until 1939, partly donated and partly sold it piece by 
piece, to the Dutch state for agricultural purposes. To his dismay, the 
Dutch state eventually turned it into a poultry research station, while 
he had rather envisioned an institute for forest management.

The decades between 1870 and 1940 have been denoted by archi-
tectural historian Jannes de Haan as the era of the “democratization” 
of the country house, in which the country ideal became increasingly 
affordable for members of the affluent upper middle and upper 
classes—although “democratization” is surely a misnomer as this way 
of living remained reserved for the lucky few.5 With the changing posi-
tion of Jews in Dutch society during this period, Dutch Jews, too, met 
with opportunities to acquire country houses. Country houses offer 
a suitable window into processes of Jews’ upward social mobility and 
integration because they were obvious markers of successful social 
advancement as well as places deeply entrenched in the national 
sociocultural landscape. To what degree a house in the country served 
as an opportunity or even the ultimate means for Jewish members of 
the Dutch political, financial, and cultural elites to establish a firm 
position in predominantly non-Jewish environments constitutes the 
main topic of this article. It also considers resistance by non-Jews to 
Jewish country house ownership.

Jewish Country Houses as a Transnational Phenomenon

Although seventeenth- to early nineteenth-century Dutch country 
houses and castles have been well researched, the period from the 
mid-nineteenth century to World War II has received less attention.6 
Moreover, no specific attention has been paid in Dutch country 
house historiography to the fact that various houses were established 
or owned by Jews. Within Jewish Studies, historian Laura Leibman 
has looked at early modern Sephardi buitenplaatsen (country estates) 
along the river Vecht and landhuizen (country houses) in the Dutch 
colony of Curaçao.7 Leibman has convincingly argued that the impor-
tance of seeking the “Jewishness” of a home goes beyond religious 
affiliation or ritual objects and that we should focus instead on how 
Jewish country houses in the past have shaped a culturally Jewish per-
ception of country life.8

In the present article I seek to demonstrate how Dutch Jewish elite 
self-assertion and social acceptance into non-Jewish elite circles were 
manifested through the country house in the modern period, a topic 
not previously researched. Country house owners with Jewish origins 
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have often been pushed to the background, but drawing attention to 
their Jewish identity is important in the specific historical context in 
which they lived with respect to themselves and others.

Several interesting conceptions about modern Jewish country 
houses have been brought forward for other European countries in 
recent years, mainly by scholars involved in the Jewish Country Houses 
project, which seeks to look past national borders to the roles of these 
houses as nexuses in local, national, international, as well as impe-
rial networks, on a commercial, political, intellectual, cultural, con-
fessional, and personal level.9 Around the year 1900, Jewish-owned 
country houses, whether newly built or purchased and renovated, 
had become a common feature across Europe. However, in the early 
modern period, Europe had a patchwork of different legal restrictions 
on Jewish settlement and landownership for each region, city, town, 
and village. This changed only slowly during the nineteenth century 
with successive waves of emancipation. Even if Jews did acquire landed 
estates, there were the obstacles of antisemitic apprehension and 
resentment to overcome.10

The Netherlands was exceptional regarding Jewish landowner-
ship. It is striking that, as Leibman has shown, numerous Jewish 
country houses had already been established in the Dutch Republic 
in the eighteenth century. Although the buitens (country houses) of  
the Sephardi elite had been mainly situated in the western part of the 
country, near The Hague, and along the river Vecht in the province 
of Utrecht, Jews were a continuous presence in rural environments 
throughout the seven provinces. Property regulations then varied per 
locality, but the mere existence of the buitenhuizen of Sephardi families 
from the early eighteenth century, as well as the fact that affluent Jews 
were among the first citizens to settle in villa parks (where the well-off 
lived in an enclave with their equals on neighboring plots) in the latter 
half of the nineteenth century, undoubtedly relates to the fact that the 
majority of Jews at this time were deeply rooted in the Netherlands, 
where many of their ancestors had lived for generations. Moreover, 
Jews in the Batavian Republic were granted civil rights already in 1796, 
following the Jews in France (1791). This was early compared to their 
counterparts in England and most of the German states, who only 
received full legal rights in the second half of the nineteenth century.11  
The Emancipation Decree allowed Dutch Jews to settle wherever they 
wished.

Different authors who have looked at country houses, Jewish 
houses, or both, have used Pierre Bourdieu’s capital and habitus the-
ories assuming that consumers express themselves and distinguish 
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themselves from each other through their houses.12 Creating a sense 
of identity was as important for Jewish as non-Jewish country house 
owners. Yet for Jews, as historians Abigail Green, Tom Stammers, and 
Juliet Carey have recently emphasized, “each of these houses embod-
ied a certain vision of the world and the place of Jews within it.”13 Also, 
as Green and Carey have pointed out, Jewish country houses had a 
liminal quality: they were “spaces of in-between,” between non-Jewish 
and Jewish worlds (or spheres).14 In presenting links between material 
culture and Jewish as well as national and other identities, these houses 
offered their owners opportunities to integrate in mostly non-Jewish 
environments. Moreover, in creating bonds between their houses and 
their immediate environments, Jews in, for example, Italy, England, 
and France seem to have purchased properties in the countryside to 
fulfil a desire to invest in politics or otherwise play a respected role in 
local communities.15

On the whole, physically, architecturally, or in terms of gardens or 
collections, Jewish country houses in Europe did not seem to differ 
much from those of non-Jews, although there were some exceptions, 
such as the early modern Dutch Republic buiten of Doornburgh near 
Maarssen with its frescoes depicting biblical scenes.16 However, histo-
rian Leora Auslander has argued that for nineteenth-century Jews, 
Judaism was very strongly ingrained in country house life.17 Even sec-
ular Jewish households during this period maintained rituals, objects, 
and resources to accommodate observant relatives or to preserve 
familial and cultural traditions. Through their exteriors, interiors, 
and collections, but also through the people who designed, deco-
rated, and visited their houses, Jews with sufficient financial means 
demonstrated their belonging to the national and the European land-
scape as well as to the Jewish communities (religious or cultural) with 
which they identified. Both Auslander and historian Oliver Cox have 
also pointed to these “multiple identifications.”18 Thus, Jewish coun-
try houses could serve as instruments in processes of integration or 
even “assimilation” and offer possibilities for displaying Jewish iden-
tities at the same time.19 Auslander has claimed that the concept of 
Jews as the ultimate “modern people” is applicable to Jewish country 
house history.20 Although she disregards the fact that if Jewish country 
houses were not distinctive, this would also be revealing, Auslander’s 
theory of cultural syncretism is appealing as it leaves room for multi-
ple strategies that Jewish country house owners could deploy to either 
integrate into the particular mainstream of their local environments 
or distinguish themselves as Jews, acknowledging that their identities 
and those of their houses were fluid and in constant motion. Jewish 
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country houses might have been “the ideal-type” of country houses or 
even “the model of the genre” in the late nineteenth and early twenti-
eth centuries, with their owners inspiring their non-Jewish neighbors 
as well as adopting their practices and things.21 At the same time, these 
houses were a specifically “Jewish form”: derived from particularly 
Jewish historical experiences and traditions and constantly redrawing 
the lines between the public and the domestic sphere.22

Alongside processes of integration of European Jews into the largely 
non-Jewish elites in the surroundings of their country houses, scholars 
have observed practices of enclaving. In this regard, historian Ruth 
Harris has raised the notion of “the dynamic of participation and with-
drawal.”23 On the one hand, Jews immersed themselves either in rural 
society or (seaside) resort life, yet on the other, they needed to be near 
other Jews, or more specifically, access to the Jewish marriage mar-
ket of the capital was required to perpetuate lineages. This applied to 
the early modern Netherlands as well. The Sephardi mercantile elite 
of the Dutch Republic mainly married, worked, socialized, and, most 
importantly, worshipped with other Jews in the countryside.24

Probably enclaving was in part a consequence of exclusion by non-
Jews, for Jewish country house ownership also aroused antisemitic 
responses.25 Whereas old elites always look down on the new, com-
ments could be particularly vile when it came to Jews, among oth-
ers.26 For as Green, Stammers, and Carey have stated, the wealth that 
produced some Jews’ power and privilege was at the same time “a 
source of peculiar vulnerability.”27 Thus, Jews seem to have remained 
very much “insider-outsiders”: Jewish families belonged partly to the 
landowning classes but never entirely. As they had different sources 
of wealth and different associations, Jews were deeply vulnerable to 
antisemitic conspiracy theories about money and power.28 The trope 
of the wealthy Jew lies just beneath the surface when researching 
Jewish country houses and, according to Green and historian Cyril 
Grange, tends to discourage scholars.29 Yet only by approaching afflu-
ent Jews as the historical actors they were is it possible to investigate 
what it meant for them to acquire country houses and what they in 
turn meant for the sociocultural landscape they came to inhabit.

Jewish Country House Owners in the Dutch Biography Portal

In this article I investigate what opportunities country houses offered 
Dutch Jews from the upper-middle and upper classes between 1870 
and 1940. A prosopographical approach allows for research into a 
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substantial number of Dutch Jewish country house owners without los-
ing sight of them as individual actors. The starting point is the Dutch 
Biography Portal, or BioPort, an online database of biographies on 
deceased prominent figures with a connection to the Netherlands 
or its former colonies. Of the 733 Jews born between 1850 and 1920 
entered in BioPort, at least 33 (4.5 percent) lived in a country house—
in the broadest definition—at some point during this period.30 
Acknowledging certain houses, particularly smaller villas, might have 
been missed, the number and the variety of the 32 different proper-
ties—two people in the dataset lived together in one house—in terms 
of location, style, and use is sufficient for carrying out a first analysis 
of Dutch Jewish country houses in the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries, bringing new aspects of Jewish country house life to 
light. As the Jewish Country Houses project emphasizes, flexibility is 
essential when looking at Jewish country homes in international con-
texts.31 In the Netherlands, where country houses were usually more 
modest in size and, as we shall see, were used for many different ends 
by divergent kinds of owners, it is even more important to not con-
sider these houses as fixed architectural types.

Dutch Jewish country houses were mainly concentrated around the 
capital, Amsterdam, and other big cities, which is similar to Jewish 
country houses in, for example, France and Sweden.32 Moreover, 
like their French counterparts, Dutch Jewish country house owners 
tended to live relatively close to the seaboard. In a country where, 
during the preceding centuries, wealth had predominantly been made  
in the mercantile coastal provinces, and Amsterdam had always been 
the major place of residence of Dutch Jews, this is not an unexpected 
outcome. Although there were some houses, like Het Spelderholt 
owned by Teixeira de Mattos, situated in rural environments, most 
of the houses were located in or near semirural commuter or seaside 
villages around major cities (Amsterdam, The Hague, and Utrecht). 
Upcoming fashionable seaside resorts, such as Bergen and Zandvoort, 
were also popular among Jews. Moreover, it is worth mentioning the 
eastern region of Twente, where affluent textile barons established 
their villas. The most popular area however was the Gooi area, east of 
Amsterdam and north of Utrecht. This “garden of Amsterdam,” as the 
writer and politician Marianne Philips (Amsterdam, 1886–Naarden, 
1951) termed it, was ideal for “pioneer-like people with a restless 
soul,” according to a friend of the man of letters Victor van Vriesland 
(Haarlem, 1892–Amsterdam, 1974).33

During the period between 1850 and 1940, the number of Dutch 
places with 50 or fewer Jewish inhabitants, including commuter 
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villages in semirural environments, continued to grow, constituting 
80 percent of the total number of Dutch cities, towns, and villages 
with Jewish residents in 1930.34 The dataset thus presents a congruent 
image of Jews choosing to acquire country houses in surroundings 
which, even though often new to them, were easily reached from the 
cities where they still largely lived their professional lives. Furthermore, 
Jewish families followed a general trend of upper-middle and upper 
class Dutch families moving out of the bigger cities to pursue country 
life (at least to some degree). Most country houses were residences for 
a certain period of time, not purchases for life, and only stayed in the 
family for one or sometimes two generations. Moreover, the situation 
around Amsterdam, where many Jewish country houses were located, 
was more dynamic than in, for example, the eastern Netherlands. As 
landscape historian Gerrit van Oosterom has suggested, “new” elites 
had always been less tied to their country homes emotionally than 
the landed gentry and aristocracy, who maintained the same estates 
for generations.35 However, it is impossible to say how this would have 
developed without the Nazi occupation. Indeed, it must be acknowl-
edged that the heydays of the Jewish country house in Europe coin-
cided with a period of rising antisemitism which, ultimately, ended 
with the Shoah.36

The majority of the Jewish country house owners in the dataset 
belonged to families from the haute bourgeoisie. They had made a for-
tune in traditional sectors, such as the textile, tobacco, and marga-
rine industries, or in banking. As could be expected, Jews of noble 
descent built or purchased houses that befitted their high rank. Aside 
from Teixeira de Mattos’s country estate, the French socialite Hélène 
de Rothschild (Paris, 1863–Lisbon, 1947), noble by birth as well as 
by marriage, financed the rebuilding of her (non-Jewish) husband’s 
ancestral seat De Haar in Haarzuilens near Utrecht, a ruin at the time 
Baron Etienne van Zuylen van Nijevelt van de Haar (Saint-Étienne, 
1860–Nice, 1934) inherited it in 1890. The reconstruction, a lavish 
undertaking that took 20 years and resulted in an iconic neo-gothic 
castle, would never have been possible without de Rothschild’s for-
tune, full support, and personal mark. The originally German banker 
Fritz Gutmann (Berlin, 1886–Theresienstadt, 1944) bought the eigh-
teenth-century country house Bosbeek in Heemstede, some 25 kilo-
meters west of Amsterdam, for himself and his wife, Baroness Louise 
von Landau (Berlin, 1892–Auschwitz, 1944), a descendant from a 
noble German Jewish banking family. Having spent holidays with his 
parents on the Dutch coast in his youth, Gutmann had a soft spot for 
the “endlessly serene Dutch landscape.”37
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The sources of wealth of the country house owners in the dataset 
differed greatly. Although there were many bankers, merchants, and 
captains of industry, those who followed rather more artistic pursuits 
were also well represented. Aside from the Jewish haute bourgeoisie fam-
ilies who had risen to wealth and prominence already before the last 
quarter of the nineteenth century, in the twentieth century an almost 
equal number of newcomers to higher society—or “social climb-
ers”—acquired country houses. Villas, rather than traditional country 
estates, were the most favored type of home among both the haute 
bourgeoisie and more recent members of the elite, although there were 
about a dozen families who purchased large estates. Some newcom-
ers seem to have been particularly eager to demonstrate their soci-
etal success by purchasing or building grand estates. The art dealer 
Jacques Goudstikker (Amsterdam, 1897–North Sea, 1940) bought 
Nyenrode castle near Breukelen in the province of Utrecht, as well 
as the buitenplaats Oostermeer along the river Amstel at Ouderkerk, 
near Amsterdam. Whereas Goudstikker used the former as a gallery 
to present the pieces he wished to sell, he considered the latter chiefly 
as his private residence. The industrialist Maurits de Kadt (Oss, 1894–
New York City, 1952), who in 1929 commissioned the building of his 
villa De Ransuil in the landhuis style, also did not shy away from extrav-
agance. His and his wife Marie de Kadt’s (Rotterdam, 1900–New York 
City, 1983) “idyll on the edge of nature and the business world” in 
the very exclusive village of Aerdenhout between Amsterdam and the 
North Sea coast remains one of the most expensive properties in the 
Netherlands to this day.38

The vast majority of the country houses of the Jewish Dutch elite, 
contrary to houses owned by Jewish members of elites in neighboring 
countries, were the permanent—though often not sole—residences 
of their owners.39 This is partly explained by the development of com-
muting. Due to good public transportation, around 1900 it became 
possible to remain living in the country year-round. By then, living 
part of the year in town and part of the year in the country became a 
peripheral phenomenon among Dutch elites in general.40 Moreover, 
there were people choosing the countryside as the site of their (early) 
retirement. For example, in 1937, after decades of colonial service in 
the Dutch East Indies, Nel Cohen Stuart (Semarang, 1881–Dieren, 
1964) and Jacques Stokvis (The Hague, 1878–Dieren, 1947), a doc-
tor and inspector of education, respectively, picked the rustic sur-
roundings of Dieren on the Veluwe to spend their twilight years. 
According to one of Stokvis’s short biographies, it was his “long-held 
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wish to live, work, and read in the countryside and preferably in the 
agreeable Gelderland, when entering old age.”41 For writers and art-
ists, who often sought to escape into nature entirely, the countryside 
was a source of inspiration. At the same time, they, too, enjoyed the 
increasingly better infrastructure. This enabled them to bring friends 
and family over and return whenever theater, music, and other leisure 
attractions lured them to the city. Van Vriesland, for example, lived 
the life of a “gentleman of leisure,” playing cards and drinking jugs of 
Bols gin until late at night with friends from his “extensive network,” 
besides reading voraciously. It was “. . . a self-indulgent life, although 
I was utterly left-wing, and yet I worked very hard,” he said of his years 
on the moors of Bussum, near Blaricum, in the Gooi area.42

Who was considered “established” and who a “parvenu” depended 
very much on the perspective. A poem dated August 3, 1916, and writ-
ten by an unknown family member of the composer and pianist Rosy 
Wertheim (Amsterdam, 1888–Laren, 1949), or perhaps by Wertheim 
herself, attests to Jewish elite consciousness. In the poem, meant only 
for the eyes of family members, the writer mocked the increasing pop-
ularity of the seaside resort of Zandvoort among Jews, including a con-
siderable number of migrants from eastern Europe: “(While Isrel [sic] 
gathers here)/ . . . Oh, dense Jewry/ . . . Who gives us a pogrom?”43 
The Wertheims belonged to the upper echelons of society. It is very 
clear from the poem that the writer considered the Dutch Wertheim 
family above the new Jewish inhabitants of Zandvoort as they used 
very negative terms to describe them: “We do not ‘mauschl’ [speak 
Yiddish] nor do we gossip/ We feel out of place here.”44 While the 
poem clearly demonstrates a typical disdain of western European Jews 
for their eastern European coreligionists, it also displays a provocative 
kind of vulnerability. The Wertheims were proud to be among the first 
Jewish families to take up residence in the fashionable Zandvoort. A 
train connection with Amsterdam via Haarlem had been established 
in Zandvoort the year before the Wertheim family moved there and 
they had been one of the first families to build a villa.45 However, the 
whole (late nineteenth-century) idea and funding of Zandvoort Resort 
(Bad Zandvoort), which was supposed to replace Scheveningen near 
The Hague as the most fashionable seaside resort, came from Jewish 
banking families who were in fact recent immigrants from Germany.46 
This demonstrates how the lines between arrivé and arriviste could 
be blurred—although, of course, the founders of Zandvoort Resort 
belonged to a different social class than most of the recent immigrants 
from eastern Europe.
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The Country Homes of the Dutch Jewish Elite

Family and Belonging

As will be demonstrated below, Dutch Jews used their country 
houses for a myriad of different functions. Yet above everything else, 
these houses, like those of their counterparts elsewhere in Europe, 
functioned as hubs for family life and retreats from the hustle and 
bustle of the city. The margarine manufacturer and politician Sam 
van den Bergh (Oss, 1864–Nice, 1941) and his wife Betsy Willing 
(Amsterdam, 1867–Amsterdam, 1946), for example, considered their 
country house a buitenplaats in the traditional sense: De Wiltzangk was 
explicitly intended as a family home, or more specifically, a “sunny 
sanctuary” for their grandchildren.47 The De Wiltzangk guest book 
is full of little poems by the van den Berghs’ grandchildren (“Oh, 
how joyous it always is here”).48 Although Sally Berg (Warburg, 1857–
Heemstede, 1924) had no children of his own, his estate Dennenheuvel 
in Heemstede also served as the summer home of his business partner 
Sylvain Kahn and his wife, Berg’s sister. According to Kahn’s grandson 
Ivo Weyel, Dennenheuvel was the site of “Upstairs, Downstairs in the 
Low Countries, the Jewish version.”49

As Green, Stammers, and Carey have asserted, the Jewish country 
house is best perceived by placing it in a transnational context.50 Kahn 
and Berg were not the only ones who had their extended families 
from abroad, in this case France and Germany, to visit to share in 
their material success. Many Dutch Jews had family ties that reached 
across national borders. Moreover, travel was an integral part of the 
lives of the Jewish country house owners throughout Europe and 
beyond. De Rothschild and her husband, for example, purchased a 
varied collection of furniture, art, antiques, and animals for the De 
Haar estate on their travels through Asia, Egypt, and the Americas. 
Also, parties and entertaining were continued in country houses and 
other residences abroad. De Rothschild, moreover, owned a villa in 
Nice where she entertained: Il Paradiso, built around 1900 in an eclec-
tic Italianate (traditional Italian) style. Van den Bergh and Willing 
bought a second country house in Nice, a grand villa called Arcadia, 
their “pleasure ground,” at the beginning of the 1920s “to flee the 
cold Dutch winters.”51 Moreover, Willing described in her memoir 
how the Amsterdam-based German Jewish banker Fritz Mannheimer 
(Stuttgart, 1890–Vaucresson, 1939) once invited them to his lavish 
estate Monte Christo in Vaucresson near Paris: “It was beautiful, it 
had something royal; it made a lasting impression on us.”52 The van 
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den Berghs’ Arcadia in turn was, according to one Dutch newspaper, 
“more or less the center of the Dutch colony on the Riviera.”53

Within the Netherlands, there are indications of the enclaving of 
elite families in and around the same villages. Needless to say, families 
such as the Spanjaards, who had built a prosperous textile business 
in Twente over the course of several generations, tended to estab-
lish themselves in country houses near each other and the factory. 
However, although there were exceptions, in the modern period 
upper-middle and upper class Dutch Jews seemed to seek the com-
pany of other members of their class, who sometimes happened to be 
other Jews, rather than follow the stronger patterns of enclaving of 
Jews visible in other European countries.54

All over Europe, country houses offered Jews the opportunity to 
demonstrate their families’ belonging to the regional, national, and 
European landscape as part of local and transnational elites. This 
happened not only through the acquisition of the houses themselves 
but, most importantly, through what happened in and around them. 
For example, some Jewish country house owners developed into real 
connoisseurs of arts and antiques, such as Gutmann, who moved 
among a circle of international scholars and collectors, Jews and non-
Jews alike. The grand country house of Bosbeek well accommodated 
Gutmann’s growing collection of classical and Old Masters paintings, 
eighteenth-century porcelain, and many other objects (such as a 
magnificent silver collection he had inherited from his father). The 
Gutmanns also renovated the eighteenth-century house and its art-
works, among other things revealing an original painted ceiling and a 
gilt-framed grisaille.55

As private homes, country houses offered their Jewish owners the 
enjoyment of numerous hobbies, as the countryside lent itself for 
activities such as hiking, horse riding, hunting, playing golf, tennis, 
or croquet, sea bathing, drawing, gardening, and motorcar driving. 
These activities often went hand in hand with the entertaining of 
guests, another important example of demonstrating Jews’ belonging 
to their new rural and semirural contexts, in the Netherlands as else-
where. “Hospitality was very important to Herman and Eva,” according 
to Gé Vaartjes, the biographer of writer Herman de Man (Woerden, 
1898–Schiphol, 1946), especially in the summertime when guests 
came to enjoy the “delightful garden” of their house Vredendaal, “a 
mix between a villa and a country house” in the farming village of 
Berlicum, which they moved into in 1932.56 Ultimately, for Jews and 
non-Jews alike, country houses were the sites of pleasure, yet mixed 
with networking. De Haar castle was entirely made for entertaining. 
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Already during the refurbishment of the building, from 1895 onward, 
friends, family, industrialists, bankers, artists, writers, nobility, and 
gentry came to visit de Rothschild’s castle, including other Jewish 
members of the haute bourgeoisie.57 The Cahen d’Anvers, Königswarter, 
and Stern families, for example, can be found on the guest lists of De 
Haar.58 Photographs in the family archives of other Jews show how 
important entertaining was for them, too. In their dinner parties and 
balls, they often hosted guests from all over the globe in addition to 
family and close friends, as well as local dignitaries, artists, and mem-
bers of avant-garde circles. Several Jews also entertained international 
and Dutch royalty at their country houses.59

Business Ventures

The businesses which had provided the funds for Jews’ country 
houses were never far away. Compared to Jewish business elites in coun-
tries such as Germany, England, and France, which were dominated by 
merchants and bankers, the Dutch Jewish business elite was far more 
entrepreneurial in character.60 The fact that many houses were located 
in relative proximity to the big cities allowed Jews to enjoy the plea-
sures of nature while still receiving captains of industry and politicians 
for formal or informal gatherings, sometimes in purpose-built rooms. 
Van den Bergh, for example, had a large meeting room built at De 
Wiltzangk, which he initially used for meetings with his international 
business contacts, whereas the room later served as a convening spot 
for his and his wife’s philanthropic organizations.61 Some Dutch Jewish 
country houses were entirely built or refurbished to serve as business 
enterprises. This is particularly interesting, as in most European coun-
tries, few Jewish country house owners were considered innovators.62 
In 1935, Lodewijk Cohen (Enschede, 1880–Kings Point, 1953), better 
known as Loet Barnstijn, the chief propagator of the Dutch film indus-
try, purchased the eighteenth-century estate Oosterbeek in Wassenaar 
to turn it into Filmstad (Film City), a modern studio complex hosting 
several of his own companies as well as those of others. According to 
media historian Fransje de Jong, Barnstijn’s “Hollywood in Holland” 
was his “greatest statement,” established in the same year cinematog-
raphy celebrated its fortieth anniversary.63 Another example of a coun-
try house turned business enterprise is Nyenrode castle, Goudstikker’s 
property in Breukelen, which he used to organize fundraising con-
certs and lush parties as well as exhibitions for the general public. 
Moreover, Nyenrode’s coach house was turned into Le Tournebride, 
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a concert venue with 350 seats.64 Interestingly, numerous photographs 
and brochures in Goudstikker’s personal archive attest to him using 
Nyenrode for events that continued its illustrious history and in which 
he himself posed as a true lord of the castle. Nyenrode’s rich history 
truly made it an important (and profitable) place for him. In his love 
for and use of (references to) national history, he resembled country 
house owners elsewhere.65 As was common among general elites at the 
time, business and social relationships were very much intertwined. 
The importance of entertaining, discussed above, was recognized by 
those Jews active in industry as well as those with political ambitions, 
from liberals to socialists. How Barnstijn and Goudstikker used their 
estates however seems to have been unique to the Dutch case. Thus 
far I have not found other examples of Jewish country house owners 
using country houses solely for the purpose of business—although 
Goudstikker lived at his other buiten, Oostermeer in Ouderkerk aan 
de Amstel near Amsterdam.

Bourgeois-bohèmes

Social relationships were as important to Jewish (and non-Jewish) 
artists and intellectuals for leisure as they were for creative growth. 
Whereas for the wealthiest European families it could be vital to their 
social status to have the land to hunt or have a house in the Riviera or 
another “place to be” for the season, members of the leading avant-
garde chose to group together in fashionable artist colonies. In the 
Netherlands, this phenomenon was just as visible, although artist col-
onies were smaller in scale in this densely populated country. Already 
from the 1880s, with the introduction of a steam tram service connect-
ing the stations of Bussum and Hilversum with the village of Laren, 
the Gooi area attracted painters, who were soon followed by writers.66 
More people following artistic pursuits soon settled in seasonal or per-
manent homes in the Gooi area, getting inspiration from the beauti-
ful and “pure” surroundings and the “honesty” of country life. Some 
villages became true “hotbeds of creativity” with the country houses 
of several Dutch Jews serving as local centers of cultural life. These  
“bourgeois-bohèmes” formed an interesting group among the Dutch elite. 
The Jews who were a part of these circles enjoyed the opportunities the 
arts offered as it was a domain relatively open to newcomers.67 They 
did not form a distinct Jewish group but mixed with non-Jewish artists, 
intellectuals, and bohemians. Villa Eikenhof in Bussum, for example, 
owned by Johan Cohen Gosschalk (Zwolle, 1873–Amsterdam, 1912) 
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and his wife Jo Bonger (Amsterdam, 1862–Laren, 1925), once sister-
in-law to Vincent van Gogh and the most important guardian of his 
heritage, became an attractive site for Jewish and non-Jewish writers, 
painters, and poets.68 Van Vriesland lived a comparable life in the 
Gooi area in “a large, idyllic country house,” De Dael, which he had 
bought in 1919. His parents’ capital allowed him to surround himself 
with novelists, poets, and painters for whom he became a patron.69 He 
also lent money to whoever needed it, which caused ever more poor 
artists and painters to find their way to De Dael. Van Vriesland said 
about this period of his life: “nothing . . . tied me to the big city then, 
and I never lived more beautifully than in Blaricum. . . . That was how 
I lived, very festive and very serious, and there was always something 
crazy happening.”70

Bourgeois-bohèmes renounced liberalism and believed in the ideal 
of the collective over the individual, yet they also had enough finan-
cial capital to make themselves comfortable. After 1918, with the 
ever increasing popularity of the Gooi area, bankers, patricians, and 
captains of industry and politicians also settled there and gave their 
own twist to the life lived by the local bohemians.71 After moving 
from Amsterdam to the Gooi area, Philips and her husband Samuel 
Goudeket (Amsterdam, 1868–Bussum, 1979) were quickly introduced 
to rural socialist party life. Their daughter Carla Goudeket once 
explained that the majority of her parents’ circle consisted of “defec-
tors from the bourgeoisie” like Philips herself, with only a few poor 
painters and class-conscious proletarians, who were allegedly spoiled 
by the rest.72 Bohemian life was as much an artistic and intellectual 
elite phenomenon among country house owners as it was brought on 
by real poverty for some. For Etha Fles (Utrecht, 1857–Bergen aan 
Zee, 1948) though, her modest house was part of the artistic experi-
ence. It was also more “a museum than a home. All the rooms were 
packed with paintings, sculptures, and colorful patches and cushions 
and books everywhere. The house was full of ladies and gentlemen, 
who made music, read books, or played cricket,” as a young protégé 
of Fles once wrote.73

Philanthropy and Politics

For the haute bourgeoisie in particular, philanthropy formed another 
important aspect of their societal and country house life. The large 
gardens and halls of the houses of the Dutch Jewish elite served as 
the ideal spots for charity fairs. Often, the charities chosen, whether 
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Jewish or general causes, were not only local but also national or 
even international organizations. Willing used De Wiltzangk for 
numerous initiatives: “a woman, who is known to all women in the 
Netherlands, . . . whose name immediately recalls the delightful buiten 
‘De Wiltzangk,’ which is opened up so hospitably for every large-scale 
charity event.”74 The Van den Berghs organized fairs at De Wiltzangk 
for a range of different causes, such as a two-day garden party for the 
poor in the Dutch northeastern province of Drenthe, far away from 
Wassenaar. Other families, such as the Teixeira de Mattoses, excep-
tional with their (albeit very modern) landed estate, the Enthovens 
in Baarn (the Gooi area), and the Spanjaards in the industrializing, 
semirural region of Twente, were also very active in numerous causes. 
On the local level, they served as representatives of associations and 
committees, awarded prizes, donated parks and buildings, and orga-
nized education or poor relief. The Spanjaard family even had their 
own family organization, Berith Shalom, which had organized chari-
table initiatives in the area around the semirural village of Borne, in 
the region of Twente, since 1861. Berith Shalom offered financial aid 
to the poor and made it possible for children of impoverished fami-
lies to receive an education. Although it also provided for non-Jewish 
children, dowries could only be allocated to girls of the Jewish faith.75 
The organization was well-appreciated before World War II, and it still 
exists today, though it is now only concerned with organizing activities 
to maintain contact between the various branches of the Spanjaard 
family.

Philanthropy work offered Dutch Jewish country house owners pos-
sibilities to connect with their immediate surroundings, and so did 
local politics. The profile of Dutch Jewish country house owners here 
differed from that of their counterparts in, for example, England, 
as rural seats did not automatically offer political representation. 
Nevertheless, some Jews did become very involved in municipal coun-
cils and the challenges these bodies faced, becoming engaged in 
issues over extension plans, railway lines, and the merging of differ-
ent municipalities. A few of them fulfilled these roles out of a natural 
duty as the major land or property owners in the area. As the Nieuw 
Israëlietisch Weekblad would write in 1993 about the Spanjaards: “There 
was always a Spanjaard on the town council and on the board of the 
local Chamber of Commerce.”76 Other Jews became engaged in local 
politics out of idealism, wishing to change the living circumstances 
of the local population for the better. Winning one of three seats for 
her party in the (semirural) Bussum local council in 1919, Philips was 
among the first women in the Netherlands to become town councilor 
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in the 1920s, after women acquired the right to be elected in 1917 
(women’s suffrage followed in 1919).77 Philips encountered local 
citizens mostly through the socialist movement—for example, when 
the socialists established a public reading room—and a club where 
she taught socialist women.78 Moreover, the Arbeiders Jeugd Centrale 
(Workers Youth Organization) camped in the grounds of their villa 
Heidezate.79

There were many Dutch Jews who found ways other than tradi-
tional politics to make a difference at the local level, becoming active 
in local associations. Henri Polak (Amsterdam, 1868–Laren, 1943), 
for example, not only remained active in national and international 
labor organizations after having left Amsterdam’s municipal coun-
cil, but he also became a member of the school board in Laren and 
intervened in all kinds of local disputes.80 Polak’s activities led one 
journalist, in a 1928 article titled “Henri Polak as Gooier,” to stress 
Polak’s absolute indispensability, for he “did so much for this area”; 
“One surely hopes that this old question will be asked in Gooi area 
issues for a long time to come: ‘What does Henri Polak say?’”81 Van 
Vriesland, too, though he did not become a local council member, 
was active in Blaricums Belang (Blaricum’s Interest) and was a mem-
ber of an advisory committee on the possible merging of Blaricum, 
the village he “loved,” with Laren in 1922.82 As hoped, the outcome 
was that Blaricum would remain independent, and the villagers were 
so grateful that, according to van Vriesland, he “was lifted onto a hay 
wagon by excited farmers and was carried through the village in a 
torchlight procession.”83 Several Jews also joined the boards of nature 
conservation organizations to protect the natural beauty of their local 
areas against industrialization.

In the European context, it appears that there was a difference 
between those living in villa parks, on the one hand, and the wealthier 
rentiers living a more secluded country life, on the other. Allegedly, 
the latter group was more inclined to invest in the politics of the 
municipalities in which they had settled, becoming mayors of towns 
or villages in the countryside.84 Yet for Dutch Jews, this distinction 
is not that clear. Some villa owners became very involved in their 
new surroundings and really left their mark, yet wealthier owners of 
country estates moved in the highest provincial circles. Moreover, 
as shown above, the type of political engagement also differed, as it 
did for non-Jewish country house owners in these semirural contexts. 
From the late nineteenth century, the Netherlands experienced the 
“pillarization” (verzuiling) or segmentation of society along religious 
and ideological lines. Even though the number of Dutch Jews was too 
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small to ever establish an independent pillar, many of them, as is also 
demonstrated by the political activities of Dutch Jewish country house 
owners, belonged to either the liberal or the socialist segment.

Local Contexts

For many European Jews, the fact that they lived in country houses 
was an obvious outcome of their societal position, a “fashionable” 
thing to do, as well as an economic investment and a form of escapism. 
These were motivations that were generally felt among the upper-mid-
dle and upper classes in the decades between 1870 and 1940. First 
and foremost, country house ownership was, of course, a class issue; 
not a prerequisite to belong to the upper classes but a vivid expres-
sion of it. However, old buitenplaatsen or landgoederen had the ability 
to elevate the status of the owner as they had a “pseudo-noble” feel to 
them.85 In the Netherlands, members of new elites, among them Jews, 
were however not afraid to commission the construction of modern 
houses, as they did in other countries such as England.86 Moreover, 
individuals chose areas that best suited their personalities and either 
their bourgeois or bohemian lifestyle. Gertrud Cohn (Braunschweig, 
1891–Portland, 1974), for example, felt perfectly at home in the artist 
colony of Blaricum because it combined “bourgeois comforts, bucolic 
pleasures, and a slightly bohemian edge.”87

On the surface, it seems the Dutch Jewish country house owners 
integrated into the social circles of their new environments, Jewish 
and non-Jewish, to different degrees. Some had friends in the neigh-
borhood, others knew prominent local residents with whom they 
sometimes also sat in all kinds of committees or whom they met at 
social events at their respective houses. Naturally, many Jews came 
into contact with local people when they needed to employ person-
nel, although these relationships were shaped by class differences.88 
Moreover, as prominent local residents, they received accolades from 
their neighbors upon anniversaries and deaths.89 However, although 
social horizons widened with the move to different local environ-
ments, it seems there were many cases where Jews already knew each 
other from the city and social circles were also reflected in a rural or 
semirural context, as they were elsewhere in Europe. Willing wrote in 
her memoir they had many friends in Wassenaar, Jews as well as non-
Jews, even stating at her husband’s funeral that “. . . back in the day 
[before World War II], in our free, then happy little country, a Jew 
was honored and seen just like the non-Jews.”90 Nevertheless, their 
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great-granddaughter Ella Andriesse believes their most intimate circle 
was still Jewish.91 This is confirmed by the guest list of the van den 
Berghs’ golden wedding anniversary party, which contains mostly rel-
atives and names of members of other Jewish haute bourgeoisie fami-
lies.92 This demonstrates how the integration of “prominent” Jews into 
Dutch society was not necessarily an exhaustive process leading to 
their “radical assimilation.”93

It seems probable that for many Dutch Jewish families, although 
they were invited to the dinners and events of their non-Jewish neigh-
bors and also invited them to their own country houses, contacts never 
entirely crossed the threshold of the most intimate circle. With their 
immediate neighborhood, they often had a relationship that matched 
their high and/or different social position. De Man was called “unnen 
arige” (an odd one) in the local dialect because he picked quarrels 
wherever he went, and the bohemian family was clearly out of tone, 
not fitting well into the fabric of the close-knit southern Dutch village 
community of Berlicum.94 De Rothschild rarely joined her husband 
van Zuylen on his visits to oversee the rebuilding of De Haar castle. 
What is more, an onlooker observed that she did “not even turn her 
head for a moment” when driving past De Haar in her car in 1902.95 
Indeed, the high rank and financial means of these families made 
it possible for them to live on their own terms, surround themselves 
with the people they chose, and enjoy seclusion from the rest of the 
world. In Europe generally, the bigger and more self-sufficient the 
estate, the less need to invest in the inhabitants of its surrounding 
area. In the Netherlands, however, these kinds of estates were rare and 
Jewish country house owners moved in different spheres, particularly 
in semirural elite villages.

A “Jewish” Country House?

For many Dutch Jewish country house owners religion played only 
a minor role in their lives. Although the majority had been raised 
with Judaism, with a few growing up in households that were non-reli-
gious or converted to Protestantism, half of them in fact identified as 
non-religious in adulthood, and the number of Jews who still adhered 
to Judaism barely exceeded the number of converted Protestants and 
Catholics. Additionally, I have found no advertisements for person-
nel in Dutch newspapers that required those who applied for jobs at 
Jewish country houses to know how to prepare kosher meals. For those 
country house owners who married (not everyone did), they were as 
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likely to marry non-Jews as Jews. All combined, this fits into the gen-
eral development among Dutch Jewish members of the upper-middle 
and upper classes in the late nineteenth and particularly the twentieth 
centuries to increasingly marry non-Jews and leave the Jewish fold, 
phenomena particularly visible among the haute bourgeoisie.96

Jewish identifications were preserved at the country house in other 
ways than through religion, though: first and foremost through family 
and social relationships—as they did throughout Europe.97 For exam-
ple, although Berg’s Dennenheuvel was not a kosher household, “far 
from it even,” as grandson Weyel recalled, with “the table . . . usually 
laid with everything that the god of the Jews had forbidden,” they did 
go to synagogue on High Holidays “because it was the right thing to 
do” in their milieu, and some (older) family members still adhered 
to certain traditions.98 De Man and his wife Eva Kalker (Rotterdam, 
1905–Auschwitz, 1942) tried to preserve Jewish domestic customs at 
their country house Vredendaal, while reserving a place for “the new 
good God” (of the Catholics) at the same time. Christmas, Sinterklaas 
(Santa Claus) on the fifth of December, but also the Catholic Feast of 
the Holy Innocents were celebrated in their household.99

The involvement in Jewish charities was another way of perpetu-
ating ties with Jewish communities. Moreover, Dutch Jews—like Jews 
in, for example, France and Britain—showed solidarity with and shel-
tered refugees from eastern Europe who passed through the Dutch 
ports from the 1880s onward, as well as refugees who came from 
Nazi Germany and Austria in the 1930s. During the 1930s, de Man 
and Kalker gave shelter at Vredendaal to Jewish refugees, for whom 
there was a designated guest room, and the (converted Protestant) 
Gutmanns had family members who had fled Germany stay with them 
at Bosbeek.100 Some households were more publicly Jewish-oriented 
at this time. For example, in 1935, van den Bergh and Willing orga-
nized a garden party to collect funds for the project Werkdorp 
Wieringermeer (Worker’s Village Wieringermeer), of which their son 
George van den Bergh was a board member. In this village in the prov-
ince of Noord-Holland, young “Palestine pioneers” (ḥaluẓim) were to 
be trained. The party, which lasted five full days, was opened by the 
Minister of Social Affairs. The guests enjoyed performances by well-
known artists, such as the Jewish singer and revue artist Louis Davids, 
and fireworks on two of the five nights.101

In the modern period, the interiors of Jewish country houses in the 
Netherlands, as elsewhere in Europe, must have still possessed Jewish 
artifacts, precious objects that had been passed down in the family 
from generation to generation.102 However, specific references to 
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the Jewish ancestry and Judaism of their owners in the designs of the 
country houses were rare. In at least two Dutch cases, however, such 
references were commissioned. Not only were the interiors of the pri-
vate apartments of the baronial couple van Zuylen-de Rothschild at 
De Haar castle influenced by the eclectic goût Rothschild, frequent ref-
erences to the family background of de Rothschild can also be found 
in the castle. By uniting the van Zuylens and the de Rothschilds in 
joined coats of arms, the latter were written into the family history of 
ancient Dutch-Flemish nobility. These family crests featured on many 
utensils around the house, such as on coach doors and bed and bath 
linens. The Rothschild coat of arms, with the heraldic symbol of a 
hand with five arrows representing the five sons of the founders of 
the Rothschild banking dynasty, is still clearly visible next to the van 
Zuylen family crest above the fireplace in the library as well as above 
a doorway in the knight’s hall. Moreover, de Rothschild’s Jewish her-
itage is visible in Magen Davids in, among other things, the beams of 
the knight’s hall. Teixeira de Mattos, too, had his family crest fixed 
into a stair window of his villa at Het Spelderholt. It was likely removed 
before he donated the house to the Dutch state in 1921.103

Antisemitic Backlash

Like wealthy Jews everywhere, members of the Jewish Dutch elite 
had to endure antisemitism on a regular basis.104 “It is ‘Judaism’ every-
where [wat de klok slaat] these days,” Co den Tex, the mayor of the 
semirural village of Bloemendaal, wrote in his diary on November 17, 
1938, “and the professional philanthropists here . . . would prefer to 
take in a thousand refugees. They are mostly people who either never 
have had to do with Jews or who are their kindred spirits—communists 
or socialists.”105 “The others,” den Tex continued, “are worried about 
the ever-increasing influence of these people. . . . Among most people 
whom I talk to, there exists a great fear of the Jewish invasion—yet one 
finds it very difficult to say this in public. That great concern does not 
appear in the newspapers.”106 This demonstrates two important issues 
regarding the antisemitism Dutch Jewish country house owners, and 
Dutch Jewish members of the upper-middle and upper classes more 
broadly, may have encountered.107

Firstly, den Tex’s diary entry attests to the fact the few antisemitic 
articles to be found in the Dutch newspaper database Delpher date 
mainly from the 1930s, following the worldwide economic crisis, the 
rise of national socialism, and the influx of Jewish refugees from Austria 
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and Germany. These articles were mainly published in newspapers 
related to the Dutch Nazi Party (Nationaal-Socialistische Beweging or 
NSB). Sometimes, prejudiced references were quite indirect, such as 
in a 1935 article about the “Marxist hotshot” Polak’s stay at a luxury 
hotel in Scheveningen near The Hague, which argued sarcastically 
that it must be a “welcome change from living at his Laren villa ‘Huize 
de Heidaal,’” or one in 1937 which mocked van den Bergh’s aid to 
refugees: “Only one and a half months ago, the margarine magnate 
van den Bergh . . . held a large garden party for these ‘poor refu-
gees’ [Jews residing in the Wieringermeer] at his royal estate.”108 The 
Norit (active carbon) manufacturer Abraham Wijnberg (Amsterdam, 
1878–Aalsmeer, 1961), owner of ’t Witte Huis, a villa in Aalsmeer near 
Amsterdam, “and his congeners [that is, Jews]” were attacked when he 
bought plots of land elsewhere in the country: “Abraham Wijnberg will 
never put a spade in that ground, but Abraham Wijnberg will profit 
from it and an impoverished farmer’s folk has to pay for that profit.”109 
Antisemitic tropes were widespread. In 1933, one anonymous “Dr C.,”, 
a self-declared “good supporter of the House of Orange” and “no fas-
cist, . . . no antisemite,” wrote in a prewar Dutch elite newspaper how, 
while he had at first supported Jewish refugees from Germany who 
came to the Netherlands, he had come to dislike them, “now that I 
see the far-reaching opulence of these people, who live in the most 
expensive hotels here and abroad, buy up the most beautiful villas.”110

The diary entries by the mayor of Bloemendaal also reveal how 
difficult it actually is to find proof of antisemitic feelings of non- 
Jewish residents of country house areas toward their Jewish neighbors.  
Compared to central and eastern Europe, but also, for example, 
France, antisemitism in the Netherlands is said to have been rela-
tively mild and mostly veiled, although it sometimes surfaced more 
openly.111 For a long time, many Dutch Jews thought they were safe 
in the reputedly tolerant Netherlands, also because of the country’s 
neutrality during World War I. However, antisemitism against Dutch 
Jews with a higher social status unmistakably intensified during the 
1930s.112 When den Tex, in 1939, mentioned a certain Polak who had 
lived in the village but had since left, saying he “constantly set out to 
buy pieces of land which the municipality would later need for road 
works, to then charge the municipality heavily, . . . typically Jewish,” he 
perhaps voiced what others in similar villages might have felt, but this 
remains uncertain.113 Nevertheless, there was also direct antisemitism. 
De Man, because he could be thrifty at times when receiving guests 
at Vredendaal, was called “a pure-bred Jew” by one acquaintance.114 
Dutch Nazis tried to disturb the van den Berghs’ garden party for the 
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Wieringermeer by putting antisemitic pamphlets through letterboxes 
in The Hague and Wassenaar (however, according to Willing, the 
attack only doubled the donations from Jews and non-Jews alike).115 
In an article published in Volk en Vaderland in November 1937, the fact 
Jews owned villas, country houses, and castles was seen as a danger to 
Dutch society. Van den Bergh, Goudstikker, and the Spanjaard family, 
among others, were mentioned by name. The article, which summed 
up all the different societal domains in which the anonymous author 
deemed the Jews to be overrepresented, concluded viciously: “The 
Jews are all over our people.”116 In January 1940, only four months 
before the German invasion of the Netherlands, an article about the 
estates of several English and Dutch Jews appeared in Het Nationale 
Dagblad, mentioning, among other things, Goudstikker’s Nyenrode 
castle. It ended with the revealing sentence: “This, now, is the demo-
cratic ‘blood and soil’: the soil Dutch or English, the blood Jewish.”117

During the German occupation, most large Dutch Jewish country 
houses—like Jewish-owned country houses throughout continental 
Europe—including Nyenrode, De Wiltzangk, Oosterbeek, and Groot 
Haesebroek (owned by businessman Daniël Wolf, Arnhem, 1898–
New York, 1943), were confiscated and used by the Nazis. De Haar 
escaped that fate as a result of the tricks and schemes of its steward. 
After the war, the Jewish country house owners who had survived or 
their heirs had to face extensive bureaucratic restitution processes in 
trying to get back their estates and looted collections. Ultimately, very 
few families returned to their country homes.118 Seventy-five percent 
of the Jews living in the Netherlands in 1940, including German and 
Austrian refugees, did not survive the Shoah, the highest figure in 
western Europe.119

Conclusion

Through the exteriors, interiors, and collections of their country 
houses, as well as through the social, charity, and business events that 
took place there, Dutch Jews demonstrated their belonging, not only 
socially and financially but also (and in other cases primarily) cultur-
ally or intellectually, to the national and international upper eche-
lons of society. For some of them, this also applied to the religious 
or cultural Jewish communities with which they identified. A country 
house was an important reflection of its owners’ career path, socie-
tal position, and ambition and, consequently, an important part of 
their identity. Whether taking the form of a lavishly decorated castle, 
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a grand buiten, a luxurious villa, or a rather more unconventional 
country house, these homes indeed seem to have had a fundamental 
transformative nature, offering Jews the opportunity to literally take 
up space in the buildings and their surroundings which, by the early 
twentieth century, had become the emblematic habitat of Dutch and 
other European upper-middle and upper classes. To affluent Dutch 
Jews country houses not only functioned as proof of their successful 
social ascent, but also demonstrated their belonging, quite literally, 
to the sociocultural landscape of the places in which they made their 
homes.

As we have seen, in the pursuit of belonging, for example, through 
philanthropy, politics, collecting, and entertaining, Dutch Jewish 
country house owners resembled Jewish country house owners in 
other European countries. They also mirrored them in several other 
important respects. First, Dutch Jews settled primarily in places acces-
sible from major cities with a historically large Jewish presence, as 
did their counterparts in, for example, France and Sweden. These 
were mostly semirural surroundings such as the Gooi area east of 
Amsterdam and along the coast near Amsterdam or The Hague. 
Second, in the Netherlands, as elsewhere, a particular group of coun-
try house owners was increasingly discernible: the artistic and intellec-
tual avant-garde, mostly consisting of middle-class Jews, but also of the 
sons and daughters of the haute bourgeoisie. Like Jewish artists in other 
European countries, Dutch bourgeois-bohèmes also established (albeit 
modest) fashionable “artist colonies,” particularly in the Gooi area. 
Third, however, for the majority of Dutch and other European Jews 
who acquired country houses, their country lives were first and fore-
most about spending leisure time en famille, as these homes formed 
true sanctuaries for family life. Fourth, whether Jewish-owned country 
houses were actually “Jewish spaces” in an explicit sense is not always 
clear. Some country house owners did not shy away from exhibiting 
Jewish artifacts or references to their Jewish background or from orga-
nizing meetings and events for Jewish causes, charitable or Zionist. 
Others, at least publicly, never identified as Jewish, although there 
were still many Jews among their social circles. Quite a few sheltered 
Jewish refugees in their houses during the 1930s. These Jewish coun-
try house owners indeed had various, intersecting interests, loyalties, 
and affiliations with ties to their Jewish backgrounds running across 
all of them. At their country homes, different parts of their identity 
blended. As elsewhere in Europe, Dutch Jewish country house own-
ers had to endure antisemitic backlash, particularly from the 1930s, 
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although this did not deter them from buying country houses right up 
until the Nazi occupation.

For all their similarities, there are several important differences 
between Dutch Jewish country houses and their counterparts in 
other European countries, which makes them distinctive to a certain 
degree. First of all, in a country such as the Netherlands, where the 
patriciate enjoyed a prominent position and the nobility was compara-
tively small, it is not surprising that the profile of many Jewish country 
house owners was entrepreneurial. For these entrepreneurs, work and 
rest very much existed side by side, and some were innovators in the 
“modern” repurposing of their estates, which seems to have been a 
uniquely Dutch phenomenon. Due to the expansion of roads and the 
railway network, the city was never really far away, especially in a small 
and densely populated country such as the Netherlands, and business 
could easily be attended to from the country. This also highlights a 
second distinctive aspect of Dutch Jewish country house ownership: 
many houses in this “bourgeois” (burgerlijk) country were or became 
permanent residences rather than seasonal homes. Third, processes 
of enclaving were not that visible in the Netherlands. Dutch Jewish 
country house owners chose the company and the environment 
that best suited the different aspects of their identity rather than, 
as they had done in the early modern period, the company of other 
Jews (with the possible exception of Zandvoort in the modern era). 
From that perspective, their country houses did function as “spaces- 
in-between,” between Jewish and non-Jewish spheres. Many of these 
aspects are hard to reduce to being either “Jewish” or “non-Jewish.” 
Indeed, around 1900, Dutch Jewish country house owners followed 
general trends among the upper-middle and upper classes. Theirs 
were all personal choices, which cannot be seen separately from the 
lives of these Jews as prominent members of Dutch society. It is strik-
ing that many of them were non-religious and married non-Jews, and 
there were almost as many converts to Christianity as there were Jews 
still adhering to Judaism. This fits into general developments among 
the Jewish Dutch elite at the time. Lastly, the politics and philanthropy 
work of Dutch Jewish country house owners had a different, less rural 
character in the Netherlands. However, despite the fact that a link 
between country houses and seats of power was not as self-evident in 
the Netherlands as in other European countries, the multiple politi-
cal and beneficiary roles these Jews played enabled them to establish 
themselves more firmly in their new environments.

In the Kingdom of the Netherlands, as before in the Dutch 
Republic, the ties between land and country house never seem to have 
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been as strong as they were in neighboring countries. Nevertheless, 
and despite processes of urbanization from the second half of the 
nineteenth century, for the Jewish Dutch elite the countryside also 
was an important place of performance. The long history of Dutch 
Jewish country house ownership demonstrates that Dutch Jews were, 
although a minority, also an integral part of the country house land-
scape rather than newcomers in an already existing homogeneous 
non-Jewish environment. In this way, country houses were tickets not 
so much into a non-Jewish environment as into an environment in 
which Jews naturally belonged.
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