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A Paris, l'identité qui lie un individu à lui-même se rompt d'une rue à l'autre.   

Victor Hugo, Les Misérables IV, 6, I 

Introduction 
This report refers to the first step of a long-term project consisting in a geocoding process of 

the addresses collected in the database of the Historical Sample of the Netherlands. This 

database consists of a 0.5% sample of Dutch population born between 1812 and 1922. Besides 

demographic and genealogical data (i.e. name, date of birth, information about parents, etc.) 

the database also contains information on residential addresses, derived from population 

registers. These addresses need to be georeferenced, as for now this data is recorded as 

simple text strings. At the end of the project, each address will have the corresponding 

coordinates, using a historical version of the current postal code system. Thus, researchers will 

be able to analyse 19th century and early 20th century Dutch internal migrations, even within 

the same urban space. 

The main goal of this report is to provide a historical overview of the several systems of how 

houses were given an address with a special focus on the Dutch case. This report is structured 

in three parts: a short overview on the research theme with a description of the methodology 

used, a depiction of research contributions up to date on the history of the two main 

components of addresses (street name and house numbers), and a final section regarding the 

specificities of the Dutch case. This paper ends with an appendix which inventories a 

bibliography for the Dutch case. 

For geocoding addresses obtained from historical sources, it is fundamental to take into 

consideration their ambiguous nature. As decades pass, addresses are continuously changing, 

either by changes in physical landscape or by processes of recodification. Many events can 

trigger a change in the address: the construction, demolition or reconstruction of buildings, 

natural disasters, accidents or war destruction. In addition, from time to time, addresses are 

revised without any physical change. Sometimes streets are renamed, usually for political or 

remembrance reasons. Furthermore, house numeration suffers alterations when address 

systems are revised. Thus, an account of all changes in house numbering and street names is 

necessary prior to the process of geocoding the addresses in the database of the Historical 

Sample of Netherlands. 

Nowadays, especially in western countries, it is quite common to have an established system 

for house addressing. It responds to a need for getting around, especially in growing urban 

spaces and to improve the orientation of individuals in strange locations. It represents an 

abstraction of physical landscape and the introduction of house number represented «a spatial 

practice that has arguably been one of the principal strategies for rationalizing the geographic 

spaces of everyday life» (Rose-Redwood, 2008: 286) 

Assigning home addresses faced numerous difficulties over time mostly because it indirectly 

refers to individuals, always sensitive to the progressive invasion of bureaucracy into what 
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they consider private space. House numbering alongside street naming allows the individual 

codification of each building in a locality. Its implementation is a product of modernizing 

thought at the end of the Enlightenment. Nevertheless, addresses were already existent 

before the Ancien Régime. During the Middle Ages houses could be identified by names, but 

this resulted in a large risk for confusion due to duplication, especially as cities grew larger. In 

addition, streets were already named, usually after a notorious building or feature. 

Nonetheless, since this rudimentary forms of addressing were prone to flaws, individuals were 

still sheltered from the reach of central power. This would be gradually tackled by the states 

during 18th and 19th centuries. There are some known cases of resistance: Chiccini (2008: 4) 

mentions the opposition of Genève’s citizens to house numbering by the police in 1782, going 

so far as destroying numbers already fixated in houses. Another example comes from the 

Habsburg empire, when in the 1780’s opposition goes so far as to beat up officials and even a 

murder is reported (Tantner, 2009: 15). However, this was not only a process of state 

bureaucracy applying a tighter control over the populations. In a variety of cases, it was private 

initiative that systematically sought to establish an efficient address system, especially in 

Northern America. Not surprisingly, adhesion to these initiatives was substantially more 

common among businessmen than ordinary people, as they were most interested in 

enhancing the mail and goods distribution accuracy. So, after a few decades of initial 

resistance, addresses come to be accepted and individuals become actively involved in 

preserving and conceiving better address systems than seeking to revert its existence. 

 

Methodology 
This report is mainly the synthesis of two methods: bibliographic review and archival research. 

Figure 1 shows the research scheme. In preparing the implementation of a geocoding process 

in historical population databases a summary of research on the way addresses were 

constructed is indispensable. 

There were two main vectors: on one hand, historical research on house addressing practices 

in 19th and 20th century; and on the other, historical and geographical analysis on these same 

practices. The practice of house numbering in the past is still a relative young research field 

despite some studies in the 1960s1. More recently, among others, two scholars have focused a 

part of their research on this issue: Anton Tantner and Reuben Rose-Redwood. The former 

published, in 2009, a synthesis on the implementation of house numbering in Europe during 

the nineteenth century, while the latter wrote an article, in 2008, about the North American 

case on house numbering and the social agents behind its execution. 

 

                                                            
1 See, for example, J. Pronteau’s Les numérotages des maisons de Paris du XVe siècle a nous jours (1966). 
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Figure 1 – Research Scheme 

Finally, for the collection of Dutch research on the aforementioned themes a catalogue of titles 

was built (included as appendix) using the online resources of the collective catalogue for 

Netherlands (picarta.nl) numbering over 600 titles, among books, journal articles and series of 

small texts. 

Alongside this research review, the archival work is paramount for establishing geographic 

coordinates of addresses and processes of change. It focuses on finding and collecting 

conversion tables, house numbering and street naming regulations and reforms and street 

maps with relevant information on the subject. Its geographic scope is focused mainly on 

Dutch major cities (Amsterdam, Rotterdam and The Hague). Once this data is represented and 

interconnected in a database it will become the basic building block for a system of 

implementing geocoded historical addresses. In addition, it will provide sources for developing 

the historical framework of the Dutch case. 

 

History of addresses 
For Anton Tantner, house addresses, and specifically house numbering, «served the purpose of 

assigning a unique address to each house, thus ensuring that the state could get hold of the 

subjects living therein» (2009: 9) and in this way to their resources. It was, therefore, a 
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strategy for state appropriation of private space for tax collection and police control that is 

systematically implemented during the Enlightenment, the age of rationalism. 

Nowadays, house addressing is commonly associated with orientation. A World Bank 

publication expresses that «street addressing is an exercise that makes it possible to identify 

the location of a plot or dwelling on the ground.» (Farvacque-Vitkovic et al, 2005: 2). However, 

among all the reasons mentioned by 18th century royal officials to legitimize the assignment of 

numbers for each house, addressing as an aid for the residents and foreigners orientation did 

not appear (Tantner, 2009: 18). 

While urban spaces were relatively small and with a low number of streets, houses and shops 

could be identified in a broad sense with street names and functionality, e.g. Barber of Saint 

Peter Street. In this way, before the process of house numbering, houses could still be 

addressed, although its identification relied heavily on local authorities as the only agents with 

enough knowledge of specific villages or neighbourhoods. Before the 18th century and the 

development of state bureaucracy, this meant that the reach of central power (the king 

through his officials) was dependent on the collaboration of local elites (ecclesiastical and 

aristocratic officers) and thus their interests. The degree of rigour official records identified an 

individual’s residence was determined by the person registering. For instance, it was common 

in parochial records of 18th and 19th century Azores to identify the address of baptized 

children, but only up to street level. The specific building would be omitted and remained 

known only to the priest, who would go from house to house for parochial visits. 

Before the introduction of house numbers, names of houses could be displayed in visible signs, 

thus enabling anyone to recognize them.  However, a name-based address system still posed 

problems. Tantner presents the case of “Zum Goldenen Adler”, which was the name of twenty 

nine different buildings of late 18th century Vienna. Homonymy resulted in confusion for state 

agents and helped the concealment of individuals. (Tantner 2009: 9-10) 

The origins of house numbering for the purpose of identification can be traced to the Late 

Middle Ages.  Jeanne Pronteau mentions the numbering of houses in Paris Pont Notre-Dame 

since the 15th century, not to assign an address, but to count property (1966 apud Tantner, 

2009: 11). In 1727, houses of Prague are numbered in the occasion of a census of Jews. Also, in 

Paris, during the 18th century, a counting of houses was executed in the Parisian suburbia for 

the purpose of limiting its growth. While there are other early examples of numbering houses, 

the use of long lasting numbers to locate unique buildings in space begins in 1737 in Prussia for 

the distribution of soldiers’ accommodation. Along the 18th century, this process spreads to 

other European countries, such as Spain, England, Austria and France employing different 

systems (Tantner, 2009: 11-17). In the Dutch town of Leiden house numbering was already 

known since at least 1748  according to a tax assessment register – Kohier van het Provisioneel 

Middel tot remplacant der afgeschafte pagten van 1748 (Regionaal Archief Leiden, S.A. 1574-

1816, nrs. 4129-4137) 

House numbering in colonial settlements is yet to be studied, but taking into consideration 

that other state control technologies were firstly tried in the colonies, such as the case of 

fingerprint, this could bring interesting findings (Tantner, 2009:17). 
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Unlike the centralized initiative of house numbering in Europe, in the United States of America 

it were the city directory publishers that inititiated house numbers «in a time when many local 

governments had yet to firmly commit to systematic house numbering as an essential 

responsibility of the local state» (Rose-Redwood, 2008: 290). The first North American cities to 

establish a system of house numbering were Philadelphia in 1790 and New York in 1793. This is 

closely tied with the development of city directories in 1785 and 1786, respectively. The 

establishment of odd/even numbering in 1790s was widespread. Nonetheless, due to the 

difficulties in updating as new buildings were built and old ones tore down a new system, a 

new system, dubbed as “Philadelphia System”, was introduced in 1856. After the successful 

implementation on that city it became the dominant system in American towns in the 

following decades. 

 

House numbering systems 
Numbering is a form of subdividing a coherent unit into smaller parts, thus individualizing the 

houses. Along history, several distinct systems were used to number buildings, each taking 

different scales of approximation. In time, some have been discarded due to their unsuitability 

for the proposed goal of space rationalizatios, while others suffered variantions to their 

original rules and still remain used in new urban spaces. Table 1 presents an overview of the 

ways that house were numbered in the past. 

Name Levels of numbering 

  

Whole village Locality -> House 

City quarters Locality -> Quarter -> House 

Blocks Locality -> House blocks -> House 

Clockwise Locality -> Street -> House 

Odd/even Locality -> Street -> House 

Metric Locality -> Street -> House 

Decametric Locality -> Street -> House 

Philadelphia Locaity -> Axis -> Street -> House 
Table 1 - Levels of House Numbering Systems 

Regardless of the system applied, the sequence of numbering needs a point to start, i.e. the 

location of house numbered as 1. The definition of the beginning, and thus the ending, of the 

street also varied along time. In the first moments of house numbering, the streets would 

often be numbered from a notorious building or square, e.g. royal palace, church or 

municipality. This would entail a sense of hierarquization, as houses numbered closer to 1 

would be closer to the social center of the town, and not necessarly to its geographic center. A 

main street would be numbered from the main square outwards, while secondary streets were 

numbered from the crossing with the main street to the other extreme. As rational thinking 

progressively imposed its reasoning, the form of centrering the point of the beginning of the 

street changed. Instead of proximity to a particular building it started to be the relation 

between the street, or block, and an abstract coordinate that defined the order of house 
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numbering. Therefore, numbering started from an east-west orientation and/or north-south, 

or from a specific geographic coordinate. For example, in Madrid’s Puerta del Sol square, a 

famous plaque signals the Kilómetro Cero (Zero Kilometer). This is a geographic point, 

established in 1720 in the reign of Felipe V, which marked the beginning of six national roads 

that crossed Spain, connecting its capital to the rest of the kingdom. Although the intention 

was to mark the beginning of the roads, afterwards, it also become the reference point to 

numbering the streets of Madrid, with house number 1 being the closest to Puerta del Sol. The 

American systems (e.g. Philadelphia, described below) use an axis to determine the point to 

each number is related, something that the typically grided American towns fit perfectly. 

The first system applied to number houses appeared in the Habsburg Empire and consisted of 

numbering villages as a whole. This entails the sequentially numbering of all houses in a given 

locality. In 1770, parallel to a “conscription of souls” the houses were painted with numbers. 

Usually, the commissioner painted the first house he hit, or a representative building of the 

locality, with a number 1 in the door, and so forth. The last numbered house represented the 

full count of houses. This system provides no assurance regarding changes over time. When a 

new house was built it received the number next in order, but this could be far from the 

previous last number. Also, when two houses were joined one of the numbers dropped, 

resulting in holes in the series. The last number was not credible to provide the sum of houses 

anymore. Renumbering had to be done, with conversion tables being produced in an effort for 

maintaining the order over time. Tantner illustrates this with the Vienna case. Numbered in 

1770, a new numeration had to be done by 1795. Again, another renumbering was executed in 

1821 (Tantner, 2009: 21). In reality, this is a system that focus the moment when the 

numbering takes place, as it is parallel to a process of some sort of census, and not for a 

permanent addressing. It was quickly substituted by other systems, and only subsists in very 

small communities where changes happen very slowly. 

In Mainz, Augsburg and Nuremberg numbering of houses included the use of a letter to 

symbolize the city quarter. The same way in Amsterdam, the city was divided in wijken that 

complemented the house number and the street name, or even redeemed unnecessary the 

use of street name in the address. In this way, streets that are very long can have diferent 

sections belonging to different quarters, which meant that the actual numbering in the street 

could be duplicated and/or could have skipped dozens of numbers. 
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Figure 2 - Block System (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/City_block#/media/File:City_block.PNG) 

The use of a block system (figure 2 shows the houses numbered in red, in clockwise sequence, 

for block 800) starts in Madrid in 1750/51, where the house number is composed by the 

number of the manzana (block) followed by the number of a particular house (Tantner, 2009: 

13, 18). At the origin of this numbering was the construction of a general cadaster for tax 

purposes. Due to some difficulties in identifying houses for the subsequent visit of the tax 

official, the city of Madrid was firstly divided in 557 blocks of houses (of irregular shapes) 

(Marin Perellón, 2000: 93). Each house was then numbered as the official would visit the block 

in the first house and would go around the block. Tiles were fixed in the walls with the number 

of the visited house (but not the manzana that would get another tile in the block). This led to 

some confusion, as it was not always obvious the number of the manzana, and both sides of a 

street could present the same house numbers. A century later (1838) this system was 

substituted by house numbering per street. Besides Madrid, there are other cases known to 

apply this system as the city of Manheim. It is mostly employed in regular grid urban spaces. 

 

Figure 3 - Clockwise System (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:House_numbers_clockwise.jpg) 

In England, another system was devised by sequentially numbering the houses from one side 

of the street, beginning to end, and the continuing on other side, end to beginning. This is 

known as the Clockwise or Horseshoe system (see figure 3). It was tried in Philadelphia in 1785 

by a city directory editor following the English tradition. However, it was considered 

inadequate as it implies the existence of houses with low numbers facing houses with high 

numbers at the other side of the street. (Tantner, 2009: 18-19; Rose-Redwood, 2008: 292) 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/City_block#/media/File:City_block.PNG
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Figure 4 - Odd/even System (Farvacque-Vitkovic et al, 2005: 149, Figure 4.11) 

The odd/even system (also known as French system, figure 4) is widely used in Europe 

nowadays. Basically, it assigns odd numbers to one side of the street and even numbers to the 

other side, starting from the same end. It was implemented in Paris in 1805 and then became 

popular in other European cities during the nineteenth century. However, its origin seems to 

be located in the United States in 1790 after the failure of the clockwise numbering (Tantner, 

2009: 22-23; Rose-Redwood, 2008: 292). Rebuilding is accommodated with the introduction of 

suffixes as bis or ter (Farvacque-Vitkovic et al, 2005: 12) or letters (22a, 22b, etc.). 

The Philadelphia system, also known as the block decimal system, was introduced in that 

American city in 1856 to solve complications in the even/odd system, in connection with the 

building and rebuilding of houses. Taking advantage of the grided layout of North American 

cities, it consists of providing one hundred house numbers for each block, independent of the 

number of existing buildings. In this way new numbers were easy to assign as houses were 

torn down and new ones built, since it didn’t dependend on the sequence but of the position 

of the door. In a larger scale, it is strictly related with the axis that defines the center of the 

town’s grid, with incremental houses and street numbers as the distance is greater. Thus, 

someone can always locate itself within the city and know how far it is from the city center. 

(Rose-Redwood, 2008: 300-302, Tantner, 2009: 19) 
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Figure 5 - Metric System (Farvacque-Vitkovic et al, 2005: 150, Figure 4.12) 

Being one of the earliest forms of house numbering, the metric system consists of assigning a 

number for each house in accordance with the distance from the door to the beginning of the 

street, keeping the odd and even numbers apart in diferent sides of the street. It is, therefore, 

flexible enough to accomadate changes in the street along time. Altough not very common, 

this model is still in use in different parts of the world, for instace in the older parts of Oporto. 

(Farvacque-Vitkovic et al, 2005: 12) 

 

Figure 6 - Decametric System (Farvacque-Vitkovic et al, 2005: 151, Figure 4.13) 

A combination of the metric and odd/even systems is the decametric numbering, where 

houses are assigned a number according to the distance of the entrance to the beginning of 
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the street in units of ten meters and even numbers in one side and odds in the other. Thus, the 

street is divided in segments of 10 meters and houses are numbered in respect to the place of 

the doors within each segment. When needed letters or suffixes are added to distinguish 

houses that are located in the same segment or when two houses are built from one former 

building. This system implies an abstraction of the urban space first, to define the 10 meter 

segments that is then overlapped with the actual layout of the houses in the street. 

(Farvacque-Vitkovic et al, 2005: 12) 

 

Street naming 
Street names, one of the components of “street-house” address code, were initially tied to a 

local landmark or shop signs (e.g. Church Street, Barber Alley, …). Since signs indicating the 

street names were rare until the 18th century, just like house identification, specific streets 

were almost only known by its residents and some officials. To face this problem, the police of 

Paris required the inscription of street names in a systematic and visible way, since 1728. 

Contributing to the difficulty of identifying specific streets was the population growth of 

European towns. From the 16th century, cities started to outgrown their medieval walls, with 

new streets were opened and old streets elongated. As a consequence, new street names had 

to be devised while, at the same time, the occurrence of streets renaming increased, adding to 

the complexity of urban orientation. Pogressively, during the 18th century, naming streets 

become a vehicle of propaganda, by honouring personalities and celebrating events, with less 

and less streets being named after notable landmarks near the streets. (Farvacque-Vitkovic et 

al, 2005: 4-6) 

Naming streets, although seemingly a straightforward task, can turn out to be a slow and 

difficult process. As addresses are accepted to be one part of an individual identification, the 

name of a street where a person resides and its symbolic dimension also becomes integrated 

in one’s identity. For example, in 2004, the Toponymy Commission in Quebec City decided to 

remove street homonymy from the localities that compose the metropolitan area and started 

a process for renaming streets with duplicated names. For this, the commission compiled a list 

of new possible names and included English tree names (instead of French names). The 

residents of the targeted streets, in turn, reacted to what they perceived as a loss of 

Francophone identity and an attempt of Anglicization. Although, eventually the names were 

attributed, this is an example of how street names are connected to individual identity and any 

attempt of change may be challenged with resistance from the residents, even if only 

temporarly (Farvacque-Vitkovic et al, 2005: 6-7) 

Another example comes from the early 20th century Milwaukee’s reform, studied by 

Christopher Thale (2007). Since the middle of nineteenth century, most American cities 

followed an ordinal grid system in their street naming. During the 1860s, Milwaukee adopted 

sectional systems, instead of one centralized axis. This was due to the fact that in its origins 

there were several independent settlements that grew and eventually come together to form 

a larger city. The original grid system of each settlement was maintained during decades. 
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However, this was deemed inadequate in early 20th century as the city grew, and in 1913, a 

municipal commission recommended a unified system. This meant establishing a new 

Cartesian axis and defining its centre while renumbering all streets accordingly. The fact that 

street names are numbers, apparently deprived of symbolic meaning unlike a victory in a 

famous battle, does not mean that this process was swift. It lingered over almost twenty years 

of social and political conflict and discussion on where to define the new central axis and which 

neighbourhoods would be forced to be renumbered. 

Renaming of streets was frequent during the 19th and 20th century. Because of its symbolical 

value, political agents gradually took control of the name giving process and (re)named streets 

on ideological grounds. Tucci, Ronza and Giordano (2011) studied the names of streets in the 

historical centre of Milan and identified distinct chronological layers of street names, from the 

roman era until post WWII period. Older layers of street names would become fragmented 

with each new layer but not completely omitted, resulting in a mosaic of distinct colours. Some 

moments in time were more fruitful in renaming streets, or opening of new ones. For instance, 

during the post-unification period (1860-1920, as defined by the authors) streets were 

renamed after national leaders in the independence war, patriots against French occupation or 

after other Italian cities (embodying the spirit of union and independence of Italy). During 

fascist regime, streets were renamed and after 1945 were reverted to their pre-fascist name. 

The same phenomenon happened likewise in other countries (e.g. in Amsterdam the avenue 

originally named ‘Amstellaan’ was renamed ‘Stalinlaan’ in 1946, and then again re-baptized to 

its current name, ‘Vrijheidslaan’, after the Soviet intervention in Hungary in 1956). 

In Asia, it is possible to find other systems of street naming and address coding in place. In 

China, one single street can have several different names. This is a result of the importance 

given by classical Chinese philosophy to the cardinal points and the central point of the 

compass. In this way, long streets can be sectioned into three different parts: the west setion 

(xi lu), middle section middle section (zhong lu) and east section (dong lu). The same logic is 

applied to house numbering, that begins for each section of the street. In Japan it is common 

for streets not having plaque of their names. Instead, the districts are divided in 

neighbourhoods and these are composed of blocks of buildings. Houses are numbered 

according to their blocks and by construction year, with no sequential order. (Farvacque-

Vitkovic et al, 2005: 8-9) 

Even today, the process of street naming faces serious challenges, especially in fast growing 

urban centres in developing countries. Time is against commissions for street name giving, as 

discussions and decisions tend to take longer than the opening of new streets. To a certain 

extent, using numbers is considered to be the viable solution although it is much better suited 

to regular street layouts in flat terrain than to streets resulting from spontaneous, unplanned, 

city developing. 
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The Dutch Case 
For a deeper understanding of the Dutch context regarding addresses during the 

modern and contemporary times, the building of an extensive bibliographic corpus was 

necessary. This brought to light a set of works that Tantner in its broader European picture 

overlooked. The references in the appendix should be regarded as a first inventory of 

potentially interesting books and articles, as for the time being it was just possible to read but 

a few. Nevertheless, it already provides a richer picture for the issue at hands. 

By searching for “huisnummering” and “straatnaam/straatnamen” in the collective Dutch 

catalogue, more than 700 published works were marked. This list comprises journal articles, 

books and historical sources, on the use of house numbers, the meaning and history of street 

names, and lists or guides of streets of cities and villages in the Netherlands. This is the 

bibliographic basis for geocoding the addresses of the HSN database, covering over 75% of the 

addresses present in the database. Furthermore, all the major municipalities, the main focus of 

the geocoding process, count several studies. Figure 7 presents all the municipalities, in red, 

that have one or more studies regarding house numbering or street naming. 

 

Figure 7 – Bibliographic corpus coverage of Dutch municipalities 

Tantner (2009: 16) refers that alongside the revolutionary wars of the French Revolution the 

technology of house numbering was introduced in cities of the Netherlands, Switzerland and 

Germany. Specifically, since 1807 house numbering was mandatory in each Dutch town. 

However, Wartena and Velthorst (1981) present earlier cases for villages in the municipality of 

Wisch, going back as far as 1794. 

The situation of Wisch is not unique. Other towns in the Netherlands already presented house 

numbers before 1807. For example, at least since 1796, Amsterdam had numbers for each 



 
 

14 
 

house, combined with street names and neighbourhood letters, as it is possible to view in the 

conversion tables for house numbers in the Stadsarchief Amsterdam (Kwakernaak & Hagoort, 

2017).  

The case of Leiden, described above (see page 5) is another example of house numbering 

before the French reforms, in the same fashion as Amsterdam, i.e. using a combination of 

house numbers and wijk (Dutch name for city district). 

According to Okkema (1992), already in the 17th century a count of houses was conducted in 

the city of Rotterdam, reaching 6200 numbered plots. As for other early cases of house 

numbering the purpose was not for addressing but for counting property. Also during this 

century the city underwent a process of space re-organization being divided in wijken. 

By the end of the 18th century, the number of districts was reduced and each received a letter 

for identification. Within each district, continuous house numbers were introduced in a system 

of house blocks, instead of by streets. Assigning letter or numerals by districts were 

abandoned by the 20th century when the neighbourhoods were usually named after a major 

street. Like in most European cities, the names of the streets were initially assigned by 

reference to local buildings. But by the middle of the 19th century, a commission for street 

name giving was formed (Burgemeester en Wethouders), thus making this process more 

bureocratic. In parallel, the practice of visibly posting street nameplates was implemented. 

Harlem, Amsterdam, Den Haag, Schiedam, Delft and other municipalities in the Netherlands 

present similar processes of street name giving as Rotterdam. At the beginning, street names 

were closely tied to local personalities, professional activities or industries located in the 

streets or the existence of remarkable buildings. Only by the middle 19th century, municipal 

authorities begin to initiate name giving. (Slechte, Stal & Veldhuijzen, 2006: 5) 

 

Figure 8 - Rotterdam Before and After WWII Bombings 
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The case of Rotterdam is especially interesting because of the destruction of the inner city 

during the Second World War and its posterior rebuilding. The degree of destruction enabled a 

new street layout and a wide number of streets (and their names) disappeared. In these cases, 

studies, as the one of Okkema, are particularly important for bridging the gap between the 

addresses before and after the Second World War.In conclusion, the Netherlands followed 

most of Europe regarding the development of house addressing technology. Street names 

were initially related to notable landmarks and houses identification was done by local agents 

who had knowledge of the people living in them. With urban growth and state development, 

numbering houses was introduced, at least, in mid-18th and early 19th century. The main 

motivation behind this process was to better identify taxpayers and tax values. 

House were initialy addressed using a city quarter system, combining a name or letter of a wijk 

with a house number, and later on were renumbered using street wise numbering, namely the 

odd/even system. The changing landscape of the streets, with building and rebuilding 

moments, conducted to several diferent renumbering processes. In Amsterdam, for example, 

general reforms of house numbers are known for the years of 1796, 1853 and 1875. 

Destructive moments also played a role in urban reconfiguration, or in a larger scale the 

destruction of part of Rotterdam that needed to be almost rebuilt. 
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