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CHAPTER 13
Windmills in the Place of Emptiness

Jesse van Amelsvoort

In the summer of 2008, my parents sold our house in Annerveenschekanaal, a
roughly four-kilometer-long linear settlement built along a canal in the north
of the Netherlands. Home to about 400 people, it is one of many similar villages
in this part of the country — the Drentse and Groninger Veenkolonién, or Peat
Colonies. Since the late Middle Ages, as the city of Groningen expanded its
hold over the region, people have at first slowly, and then increasingly rapidly,
dug up peat, which was widely used as fuel. As Edwin van der Schoot (35-37)
suggests, during the Eighty Years War, the Veenkolonién became part of a larger
economy centered around the province of Holland and, to a lesser extent, the
city of Groningen. As the Dutch took their independence from Spain during
this war, the economy became more connected and national: while further
away, Holland replaced the city of Groningen as the primary market of peat
consumption.

Between that moment and 2008 lies a long history of resource extraction
and attempts at economic improvement. That specific year, the year in which
we left the house I grew up in, the talk of the town had been that our neighbor,
a farmer and primarily a producer of potatoes and sugar beets, wanted to sell
part of his land to allow a small marina to be built. There had long been plans
to stimulate tourism and connect this region to the lakes just south of Gronin-
gen, and possibly also to Germany. Perhaps he, or the village — the distinction
between the two was not so clear —, could profit, even if most amenities and
nearly all shops had long been gone. Opposite our house, meanwhile, on the
other side of the canal, new houses had been built. One characteristic of linear
settlements in the Veenkolonién is that all front doors face the canal, creating
a kind of friendly uniformity, a community of sorts. These houses had broken
with this tradition: built around a little square, they faced inwards, and we
were looking at backyards, fences, and palisades. Rumor had it, moreover, that
on the fields behind those houses there would soon no longer grow beets and
potatoes but instead stand windmills.

Any of these developments would have made my parents consider selling
and moving, all three combined made the decision easy. We moved just in
time, as the 2007—-08 economic crisis made housing prices plummet just a few
months later. Only recently, my father told me that there were in fact already
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cracks in the walls of our house from little tremors, which made my parents’
decision even easier. Already back then, he figured things would only get
worse — and, indeed, the little tremors my parents had noticed would prove to
be precursors to the heavier earthquakes that would later torment the region.

Because I had one last year of high school left, we rented a house for that
period. After that, my parents moved to the south of Drenthe and I moved
to Utrecht to study. For a long time, I did not return to Annerveenschekanaal
and the wider region; for so long, in fact, that when I returned on a beautifully
sunny Saturday in August 2021 for the thirtieth birthday party of a good friend,
I regarded the new landscape with amazement.

I exited the train at Assen and biked through the north of Drenthe via
Annerveenschekanaal to Kiel-Windeweer. This route winds via Loon past the
Balloérveld to Gasteren and Anloo, after which it crosses a provincial highway
leading to Groningen (Figure 13.1). This road divides the landscape: south of it
are the heath lands and forests so strongly associated with Drenthe, open fields
north of it announce the province of Groningen. Tourists and locals going for
a little bike ride disappear once you pass the highway, while the landscape
becomes more austere. As the sightlines lengthen (although not yet as much
as when you get closer to the sea in the north of Groningen), the landscape
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FIGURE 13.1 My route from Assen to Kiel-Windeweer in August 2021
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becomes wider, opener, and emptier. My parents had always been attracted
to the view: being able to look far away meant being able to think openly. The
new houses opposite ours had already taken part of this view from us, even if a
small road still offered some perspective. The windmills, however, would close
the horizon.

That August day, I saw the windmills had indeed closed the horizon. As I
biked through Annen and Spijkerboor towards Annerveenschekanaal, and
from there a few final kilometres towards Kiel-Windeweer, dozens of giants
slowly mauled the air around them with their giant arms. That evening, the
birthday party was surrounded by flickering red lights on the horizon. Biking
towards the home of another friend that night, the red lights were still there,
ominously, silently — or at least far away enough for us to not hear the low hum-
ming of the windmills’ arms’ movement. The peace and quiet that once char-
acterized the darkness here in my youth, that had been, in fact, so abundant,
were gone. Sacrificed for the green future that is also necessary.

1 Interlude

Something similar happens in Juli Zeh's novel Unterleuten (2016). Its title
an allusion to both Friedrich Nietzsche’s notion of the “Untermensch” and
the expression that one prefers to be among one’s own kind of people, the
novel plays with the urban, elitist conception of “simple,” rural conservatives
to expose the fragility of the transition to green energy that is necessary for
(human) life to become sustainable on this planet. Unterleuten is set in a fic-
tional village north of Berlin, where the regional government has chosen to
build a number of windmills to increase green energy production. In its poly-
phonic narration, we follow what happens after these plans are announced
from the perspective of many of the village’s inhabitants, some of whom have
lived in the village for generations, while others are new arrivals.

Putting the specifics of the story aside, Unterleuten’s titular village risks
coming apart as the green transition conjures up the ghosts of the DDR past.
As East Germany integrated with West Germany and transitioned from com-
munism to capitalism, the land once held by its collective agricultural coop-
eration was split. The state’s newly announced plans to build windmills bring
these long-simmering tensions once more to the surface: who owns the land
on which these structures will be build? Who will profit and who will only suf-
fer from the lights at night and the shadows cast by the turbines’ arms’ circu-
lar movements? How does care for one’s surroundings translate into political
action?
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Juli Zeh's answer to these questions is, ultimately, pessimistic: the novel
ends with one of its characters dead by suicide in the well that provides drink-
ing water to the community. The novel’s implications are hard to ignore: a sec-
ond all too rough and capitalistic transition in barely thirty years will poison
local communities for good. Despite all the hope that this message is too dark,
it is also one to take note of — to make sure it does not come to fruition.

2 Goodbye to the Past

Back in Kiel-Windeweer, an unheimlich feeling came over me. In my memory,
the peat colonies, the region of my childhood, had always been poor. Various
municipalities had for years, if not decades, been considered the poorest of
the country (RTV Noord). One of them, Pekela, recently ran out of money for
the upkeep of the many bridges over its canals (NOS.nl 2021), which necessi-
tated the closure of the main Pekelderdiep canal for the tourist season. (Oh,
irony: the promise of tourism that had lured our former neighbor to turn part
of his land into a marina had now been broken a couple of villages further
away.) This decision, although understandable, risks creating a vicious circle,
in which decreasing economic activity leads to budget cuts, which will lead
in turn to decreased economic activity — and so on, ad infinitum, you think in
darker moments. A sacrifice zone, as Esther Peeren writes in this volume.

The eastern part of the province of Groningen was a strictly organized class
society, with hard-working laborers at the bottom of the social ladder and the
peat lords, who owned the land that was to be mined and developed, at the
top (Figure 13.2). They socialized with the rich wheat farmers, the people who
figured so prominently in Frank Westerman’s impressive chronicle De graanre-
publiek (1999). That society has — fortunately — vanished.

A couple of years ago, I spoke extensively with a man, Willem, who in the
late 1940s and 1950s had grown up in Veendam, a small city I knew well. Infor-
mally the capital of the peat colonies, I went there for high school. For two
afternoons, Willem described strict boundaries between classes, inequality,
and limited social mobility. It was as if he spoke of an alien city, rather than the
place I spent so much time during six formative years of my life. Most exem-
plary of this difference is, perhaps, the horse racing track that was once in the
middle of the city: there, classes high and low would come together to watch
the races, even though they also always remained separated. The tracks had
long been demolished and made way for a shopping center, department store
HEMA, and parking spots. The stratified society Willem grew up in had disap-
peared, or at least become invisible, but what remained? Society in the peat
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FIGURE 13.2 Jef Depassé, “De veenarbeiders” (The Peat Workers) in Eexterveenschekanaal
WIKIMEDIA COMMONS

colonies had not been magically remade from scratch (Meij et al.; Visser et al.).
Maybe class relations remain sensible subterraneously.

The peat colonies are typical examples of sites of resource extraction: Dutch
plantations (Schrauwers 2001, 2020). The region’s local elites all gained their
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wealth this way. Perhaps the twentieth century brought a new relation to the
land; although you can also turn that statement around: the land is still sacri-
ficed, just differently. In 2006, in the Oldambt municipality, north of the city of
Winschoten, fertile agricultural soil was returned to water. With its intention
to become a new city along a large lake, the Blue City Project (Blauwestad-
project) reminds people of the state of the land before the dikes were built.
The financial and economic crises of 2008 and beyond, however, hit the proj-
ect hard, as construction was halted and long-term expectations continuously
downgraded. What remained, until the high prices of real estate in the Neth-
erlands revived the project in the past couple of years, were poverty and land
at the world’s end. It is exactly this image — of the Groningen countryside as a
place far removed from everything else — that allowed the makers of the Dutch
TV series Hollands Hoop to imagine farmers in the region growing weed in
between the corn on their land.! Nobody will notice anyway.

3 To See History

As a teenager, five days a week I biked to Veendam. Every day, I passed a gas
extraction site: a high, open tower with a perpetually burning flame at the top
to flare gas. It won't have been more than twenty kilometers from Slochteren,
the village atop the country’s primary gas resources, although at the time I
didn’t yet connect the two. The tower I passed daily was just that, not con-
nected to the larger gas extraction in the province. You have to learn to see
history around you.

It is difficult to evade the thought that Groningen delivers what everybody
in the Netherlands needs, but doesn't want around them: a whole province as
the backyard that is the other side of NIMBY—not in my backyard, but perhaps
in yours. Energy (whether from peat, gas, or wind) and food are the most obvi-
ous examples, but there are more. Around the northern port town of Delfzijl
large data centers are being built to strengthen the Netherlands’ desire to play
a crucial role in European, if not global digital connectivity. For a long time, all
recently arrived asylum seekers in the Netherlands had to go to the village of
Ter Apel in Groningen to be entered into the bureaucratic systems. Groningen
is a province that contributes in its own, silent way to the upkeep of the coun-
try, yet which cannot count on much love from the rest of the country. Already
in 1972, in response to the gas extraction, did activists from Groningen coin

1 As an idea for a story, this predates Netflix’s The Gentlemen and its central plot of a weed
growing business on a British estate.
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the term that aptly describes this situation: wingewest (cf. Van Berkel et al;
Figure 13.3). This term is difficult to translate into English, referring as it does
to a situation in between a colony and a “regular” province — or, perhaps more
accurately, a “regular” province as a colony.

Once upon a time, Groningen was a social-democratic stronghold, where
even communist parties held seats on municipal councils. In those first

groningen

groningen

korenheurs 15 april 1972 10-3 uur - demonstratie 3.30 uur

FIGURE 13.3 1972 flyer protesting turning Groningen into a wingewest
IISH AMSTERDAM
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decades after the Second World War, social democrats arguably succeeded in
their ambition to improve the situation of the working classes (Kleijwegt), after
which their decline in the polls started — as did the overall score of leftist par-
ties. Geert Wilders’ far-right Freedom Party (PvVv) scores well here now, as do
other parties that vie for the “protest vote.” The Labor Party’s previous success
gave their voters the means to look beyond provincial borders and, enticed by
high-paying jobs, international travel, and the kind of cultural offerings only
a country’s so-called “center” can provide, they left. Even the capital city of
Groningen, buoyed by its university, is projected to enter population decline by
2035 (NOS.nl 2023). Those who stayed, turned inward. Here, the stratified logic
of the class society of old persists (Winkels and Duyvendak).

Biking from Annen via Spijkerboor to Annerveenschekanaal and Kiel-
Windeweer, I got it: the discontent, the feeling nobody listens to you and that
you're being used for their gain — as well as the fear that their gain is your loss.

Researchers from the University of Groningen recently wrote a rapport on
growing extremism and potential radicalization in the north of the Nether-
lands (Nanninga et al.). If media and political attention to these processes is
usually geared towards Muslim youth in big cities, to the point of elaborate
media frenzies, (white) citizens in the north of the country risk increasingly
drifting away from the national government — without many politicians bat-
ting an eye. Extreme right-wing groups and individuals play an important role
in this process. The report is from early 2023; since then, electoral gains by
Geert Wilders’ pvv and the Farmer Citizen Movement(Boer Burger Beweging,
BBB) brought a new government, headed by Dick Schoof, that purported to
speak for people who feel unheard and unseen. You wonder if it will have had
any effect at all.

Biking from Annen via Spijkerboor to Annerveenschekanaal and Kiel-
Windeweer, I also got that: the desire to be seen and acknowledged in your
frustration and discontent, the feeling of being heard, of finding a channel
through which — one hopes — to gain some control over one’s life.

If I think back to my friends and classmates in high school, many if not most
have moved away, following their studies and jobs, love, or their curiosity to
other parts of the Netherlands, Europe, or even the world.

4 Recognition
When a society has for so long been organized along lines of social class, it is

ridiculous to think that system will disappear quickly. For a long time, some-
thing of those social stratifications, which are also always mental in their
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effects, will remain. Call it a societal DNA, a logic, an inclination: a certain
pride and stubbornness underlie the frustration and anger, my father analyzed,
wrapped around a felt need for survival. You can recognize it in the pained
reactions to the continuously delayed fast train connection from Amsterdam
to Groningen, or the refusal by the national government to otherwise extend
the rail connections in the north of the country. The point is to be mindful of
when this reaction morphs into an unattractive victimhood that marginalizes
or denies one’s own sense of agency and possibilities to act.

But biking through the region where I was born and had grown up that
warm August day, I did understand all these things better: why one would vote
for right-wing parties that (so it seems to me) would never be able to fix the
real problems, why so many people there wallow in self-pity or complains, why
they feel like they are at the losing end of whatever new development. Maybe
I felt it myself, too: gone was the peace and quiet of my youth, its recognizable
landscape, the self-evident harmony. And yet, for all the aching I felt that day,
how did it really compare to the feelings of those who live in the region? After
all, the following day, I took the train back to Amsterdam, where I live.
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