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Marken, The Netherlands – I have spent much of my life living near water.   I grew up in Kentucky on the southern bank of the Ohio River.  About half of our farm was in the flood plain which was covered by the river often during the springtime.  Occasionally the flood would be so high that our home was isolated for several days because the only highway into town was under water.  In contrast, some years during dry summers our wells would run dry.  I learned at an early age that life on a farm is very dependent on water.
With this background I found our recent visit to the Netherlands to be interesting.  Much of this country is below sea level and is kept livable only by an intricate system of dikes.  This clever series of mostly earthen embankments go back centuries.  Because Holland has nearly 300 miles of coastline along the North Sea (along with having the mouths of three large European rivers), it has long been the victim of devastating water inundations.   
The area was originally settled nearly 2500 years ago by ancestors of the Dutch called Frisians.  In order to survive from the onslaught of the sea they built their villages (called terpen) on scooped together mounds of dirt.  They also constructed some rudimentary dikes.  This basic protection lasted over 1500 years until a monster storm in 1287 caused massive flooding which killed an estimated 50,000.  This storm was so powerful that it created an entirely new sea, which was called Zuiderzee.  This tragedy became the impetus for the Dutch to begin new attempts to hold back the sea.  Windmills were built to use the nearly constant wind to pump water into an intricate series of canals which were arranged in varying heights to rid the land of water by returning it to the sea.  The reclaimed land is called a polter.  Over the following centuries considerable land was drained and turned into prosperous farm land, so much so that the size of usable land grew considerably.  But simply draining sea water from the land does not instantaneously produce usable farm land.  Vegetation which can grow in salty land has to first be planted, then plowed under, while the farmers wait nearly 15 years for rainfall to gradually reduce the salinity so that cash crops can be grown.
I visited one of the still-working windmills near here.  The energy produced by this windmill is used to power a large saw, which, I suspect, is now far more tourist-oriented than an actual lumber operation.  However, the mechanism and gearing which turns the saw is similar to that which for centuries operated pumps to drain water from the surrounding land.  The pumping operations continue the same as ever, but now electric or diesel powered pumps do the lifting.

Floods generated by a major storm in 1916 killed hundreds and provided the will to begin another major reclamation project following World War I.   The scope of this effort was considerable because it involved constructing a long dike (nearly 20 miles long) north of here across the entrance to the Zuiderzee to convert it into a huge fresh water lake, now called IJsselmeer (not a typo!).  This dike held well until yet another North Sea storm in 1953 breeched the dike flooding towns (such as this one) and drowning over a thousand (and also flooding tens of thousands of acres of farmland).   Once again the Dutch were not deterred and passed national legislation to increase funding for bigger and stronger dikes, called the North Sea Protection Works.  The goal was to create a system to protect not against a 200 year flood, but a 10,000 year event.  So much new land (again, polters) was created by subsequent dikes and canals that an entirely new Dutch province, Flevoland, was born in 1986.
Today most (over 60%) of the population of the Netherlands lives below sea level.  I did not sense any degree of paranoia or fear about the latest dikes failing among any one with whom I spoke.  There is confidence that improved techniques to anchor the rebuilt dikes using synthetic materials will stand up against the North Sea.  One of the frequent remarks which the Dutch like to make to visitors sums up their situation, “God created the world, but the Dutch created Holland.”
So what exactly is the correct name for this country below the sea?   Is it Holland or The Netherlands?  It turns out that the correct name is The Netherlands, which is part of The Kingdom of the Netherlands (there are overseas possessions, such as Aruba).  Two of the twelve provinces of The Netherlands are named Nord (North) Holland and Zuid (South) Holland, and they are the most populated.  But they are not the official name of the country.  And to add to the confusion, the citizens here are called Dutch, not Netherlanders or Hollanders, because that is the name of their language.  But, wait, in their language they say Nederlands sprekende Nederlanders in Nederland.  Go figure.   And, by the way, time will tell on how well those 10,000 year dikes hold up to Mother Nature.  I would not bet on them!
I thought you might like to know.
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