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Abstract
This paper contrasts the objectives that underlie the development of 
government-funded holiday camps for family vacations in Belgium with the 
socio-spatial practices of their initial users. Drawing on oral history, archival 
material, photographs and site plans, we argue that holidaymakers did not 
just experience the holiday camp as an environment where they could recon-
nect with their family and pursue authentic experiences in close contact 
with nature – as their initiators had intended – but that they also embraced 
these sites as places where they could recreate a romanticised version of 
“traditional” community life and experiment with facets of a middle-class, 
modern suburban ideal. To substantiate our narrative, we focus on two holiday 
camps in the Campine Region: Zilvermeer and Hengelhoef.
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Introduction

“It is unacceptable that the people of our class, the largest class in the coun-
try, toil their entire lives without being entitled to even one day of holiday.”1 
With these memorable words Edouard De Vlaemynck, representative of the 
Belgian socialist labour union, voiced the demand for paid holiday in 1936. 
The 1930s were a period of “deep and profound political crisis throughout the 
Western democracies”.2 Shortly after, France became immersed in strikes 
in May 1936, Belgium followed. The demands were simple: increased wages, 
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reduction of working hours and, last but not least, the right to annual paid 
holiday. A principal agreement over these demands was reached soon after 
and two new laws were approved by the Chamber of Representatives: A law 
effectuating a forty-hour workweek in certain industrial branches and the 
law of 8 July 1936, which endowed all workers with six days of paid holiday 
annually.3 The outcome of this strike signif ied a fundamental transforma-
tion of the workers’ existence as well as for Belgian society in general. Until 
then, access to leisure and holidaying had remained – not only in Belgium, 
but across Europe – an element of social stratif ication reserved only for the 
elites. A major reason for the extension of paid holidays during the 1930s 
was – as historians Shelley Baranowski and Ellen Furlough point out4 – that 
the state expected it to dissipate class tensions; which is why governments 
promoted tourism so energetically during the depression.

Starting from the 1930s, new institutions emerged across Europe,5 which 
were designed to cater to the growing demand for holidays: cut-price train 
tickets in France under the Popular Front,6 holiday camps in Britain that 
provided packaged holidays with extensive activities for parents, children, 
singles and couples,7 and inexpensive week-long holidays for working people 
and their families, organised by Kraft durch Freude in Nazi Germany.8 How-
ever, the efforts to extend tourism to wider social constituencies met with 
limited success until after the Second World War. It was only around the 
mid-twentieth century – when the forty-hour, f ive-day workweek and paid 
annual holidays of at least two weeks gradually became established – that 
holidaying came to be understood as a right of citizenship bound up within 
a European standard of living and that the “travel” of leisured elites was 
complemented by a rationalised, modern “tourism” for the masses.9

Commentators almost universally assumed that this increase in leisure 
time marked the onset of a new trend. Around the mid-twentieth century, 
leisure studies consequently entered the formal f ield of academic research.10 
Optimistic projections regarding the development of this new Civilisation 
du Loisir11 were alternated with more gloomy expectations:

From the spate of literature on the coming Era of Leisure it is hard to tell 
whether we are headed for an Elysium of culture that will put the ancient 
Greeks in the shade or for a hell of mass boredom modif ied by home 
carpentry, hi-f i, plush motels, and ping-pong. By far the most enthusiastic 
prophets of the New Day are to be found in the world of trade and popular 
magazines, the most skeptical [sic] in the ranks of the sociologists.12
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Authorities and social organisations in Belgium also expressed concern 
over this evolution and deemed it their responsibility to shape the leisure 
of the population. It was the contention of the government that the con-
frontation with worthwhile cultural activities during this newly gained 
free time would have an uplifting effect on people and hence would be 
beneficial for both the individual and society as a whole. The development 
of holiday infrastructure was therefore not to be handed over to commercial 
enterprises, but was to be taken up by social and cultural organisations that 
had people’s best interests in mind. For instance, Marcel Vandewiele, the 
Vice-Chairman of the High Council for Social Tourism13 stated:

No one will deny that the commercialization of leisure can give rise to 
the shameless exploitation of an [...] inexperienced audience. […] When 
we strive for better work conditions, for a veritable emancipation [of the 
workers], for the humanisation of the entire workers-existence, we cannot 
accept that leisure policy is abdicated to the voluntarism and the limitless 
urge for f inancial prof it of the private sector.14

From the early 1950s on, more than half a century after the f irst “holiday 
colonies” (colonies de vacances) for children were established by the Belgian 
seaside,15 the government stimulated16 the construction of holiday camps for 
workers and their families, many of which were established by provincial au-
thorities and social organisations with a clear political and denominational 
orientation,17 such as Vakantievreugde and Vakantiegenoegens.18 The camps 
for family holidays that these social organisations along with governmental 
authorities initiated, were promoted (by these institutions) as places where 
workers could strengthen their familial ties and recover from the pressure 
of working life in an industrialised society. In its programme statement to 
promote camping as a suitable form of social tourism, Vakantiegenoegens 
stated:

The growing need for recreation is a direct consequence of the countless 
restrictions that characterise the workers’ existence, such as: employment 
situation, urbanisation, excess comfort, consumer society, lack of acknowl-
edgment for person and family, hectic lifestyle, and so on. All these aspects 
lead to an estrangement of oneself, of one’s family and of nature. This causes 
a pressing need to liberate oneself, a need for peace, space, green, water [...] 
for a more sober life. [A need] to search for the experience of an alternative 
set of values [and] a different lifestyle, such as camping.19
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Tourism, and particularly camping, was regarded as a simpler, freer and 
more spontaneous lifestyle that enabled people to transcend their daily lives 
– a cathartic experience. Within the confines of these new holiday sites, 
holidaymakers were to rediscover essential values and lead a more simple 
life in close contact to nature. This brief escape from everyday life, which 
was infested with constraints imposed by industrialisation (strict schedules, 
prescribed behaviour, obligatory dress codes), would enable vacationers to 
get back to themselves and to renew emotional bonds within the family 
unit.20 The free and leisurely atmosphere of the holiday camp was to allow 
holidaymakers to f ind more worthwhile experiences and to reconnect 
with their inner selves. The conviction that people were “estranged” and 
needed to counter that estrangement by seeking authentic experiences was 
consonant with the then dominant continental philosophy of existentialism 
and was a driving force behind the rise of mass tourism. 21

As sociologist Ning Wang points out, “the authentic self is often thought 
to be more easily realized or fulf illed in the space outside the dominant 
institutions, a space with its cultural and symbolic boundaries which 
demarcate [...] responsibilities from freedom, work from leisure, and the 
inauthentic public role from the authentic self”.22 The camps for family 
holidays that were developed under governmental impulse in the second 
half of the twentieth century were destined to become such special sites. 
Within these venues, vacationers could camp, enjoy nature, wander the 
woods, light campfires, picnic [...] – all “liberating” experiences that would 
free them from the requirements and constraints of working life and would 
allow them to forge tighter bonds with their loved ones.

This paper contrasts the objectives that underlie the development of 
camps for family holidays in Belgium with the socio-spatial practices of 
their initial users – particularly those residing on the camping grounds. 
Drawing on oral history,23 archival material, photographs and site plans, 
we argue that holidaymakers did not just experience the holiday camp 
as an environment where they could reconnect with their family and 
pursue a more “simple” life in close contact to nature – as their initiators 
had intended – but that they also embraced these sites as places where 
they could recreate aspects of community and experiment with facets of a 
middle-class, suburban ideal.

We subdivided the paper into four parts, each of which highlights spe-
cif ic features and peculiarities of (holidaying in) the holiday camp. The f irst 
section introduces the two holiday camps that we focus on – Zilvermeer 
and Hengelhoef; the second part dissects the spatial set up of the holiday 
camp; the third part focuses on its social dynamics and, capitalising on this 
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socio-spatial reading, the last section conveys an understanding of what it 
meant to be a holidaymaker in the camp.

Family Holidays in the Campine Region:  
A (Re-)turn to Nature?

Both holiday camps24 opened their doors in a time span of only f ive years: 
Zilvermeer in 1959 and Hengelhoef in 1964. The former was built by the 
province of Antwerp, and the latter by Vakantiegenoegens. Both camps are 
located in the Campine region, a rural, scarcely populated area situated 
chiefly in the north-east of Belgium, which is well known for its natural 
beauty and its appeal to tourists. The region obtained this character in the 
second half of the twentieth century, when several large park zones were 
delineated and a number of recreational domains and holiday camps were 
established. Tourist activity at Zilvermeer started spontaneously in the 
1930s and was “regularised” by the end of the 1950s when the province of 
Antwerp decided to construct a holiday camp around the two large ponds 
on this site. This holiday camp was named Zilvermeer or “Silver Lake” – a 
straightforward reference to the natural assets of its location: the silvery 
white sands and the abundance of water. Jozef Schellekens, who was Ant-
werp’s provincial architect at that time, was commissioned to outline a plan. 
Schellekens designed a modern holiday camp, consisting of a moon-shaped 
beach building (surrounding the swimming pond), a boathouse (next to 
the rowing pond), a restaurant, a cafe, a hotel, a “family village” with f ifty 
bungalows, a large camping ground, a youth hostel, several administrative 
buildings, a store, a museum, an “enchanted forest” and various sports f ields. 
Even though only a few of these constructions were operational when the 
camp f irst opened,25 Zilvermeer was a veritable success from day one.

Half a decade later Hengelhoef also welcomed its f irst holidaymakers.26 
This holiday camp was advertised as a “holiday village for family vaca-
tions” and was located in the centre of the province of Limburg, amidst 
300 hectares of pine forest, birch forest, heath and meadows. Similar to 
Zilvermeer, its name, Hengelhoef, also highlights the natural resources of its 
surroundings. It is derived from “Hengelo”, which is a contraction of hengel, 
a sloping terrain and lo, which means “wood”.27 The plans that architect 
Van de Vondel sketched for this camp were far less exuberant than the 
original design that was drafted for Zilvermeer. It consisted of a camping 
ground with approximately 100 pitches28 and few edif ices. One voluminous 
two-story (main) building housed, along with a large refectory and a bar, 
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administrative off ices, a spacious multifunctional room and several rooms 
where young (childless) couples and senior citizens could reside during 
their stay. In addition to this large building, forty compact pavilions lay 
dispersed over the campgrounds, describing an elliptical f igure. Each of 
these pavilions could accommodate one (large) or up to four (small) families. 
The primary goal of this holiday camp was to offer holidaymakers a tranquil 
holiday in pure nature. However, Hengelhoef also boasted several facilities 
to promote more active forms of leisure, such as sports grounds and a “small 
sea” (as they phrased it) where “both beginners and experienced swimmers 
could enjoy a recreational dip”.29

In 1959 Elsevier, a Belgian-Dutch publishing house released a small 
booklet: Camping, A Practical Guide for Modern Tourists, which was to 
introduce Belgians to the world of camping. The f irst chapter was entitled 
“Back to Nature” and opened with:

Every year again people yearn for the time when the machine can be 
stopped or the pen put down. This is understandable. Every human being 
needs to withdraw from its daily task from time to time to live free and 
careless [...], away from normal work. [...] One of the most cherished ways of 
holidaying – certainly in the present, restless time – is camping. [...] In this 

Figure 01: Original plan of the provincial recreational domain Zilvermeer, designed 
by architect Jozef Schellekens in 1956.  
(source: Architectuurarchief Provincie Antwerpen, Antwerpen – collection: Schellekens Jozef ).
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alternative lifestyle lies a great source of relaxation. Camping reconnects us 
to nature. It makes us realise that we are not born as apartment-dwellers. 
Concrete and asphalt are human inventions and it is unfortunate that we 
have to spend our lives between them. It should therefore not come as a 
surprise that the urge for the free nature-living increases ever more.30

This emphasis on nature and a “healthy” environment evidently became an 
important element in both holiday camps, which not only came to the fore 
in their nomenclature but also in the brochures and advertisements that 
they distributed. Hengelhoef, for instance, announced its opening in 1964, 
with the phrase: “Three million square metres [of] space, rest, heath, forest, 

Figure 02: Reconstructed plan of Hengelhoef.
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beach and water” and for years on end proclaimed “Hengelhoef, breath [sic] 
green again” as its slogan.

The longing for authenticity, which we discussed in the introduction, 
was thus realised through a (re)turn to nature; a phenomenon which has 
been widely studied in different national contexts and from different points 
of view. In his book Turning to Nature in Germany. Hiking, Nudism, and 
Conservation 1900-1940, historian John Alexander Williams, for instance, 
studies the naturism movement in Germany, which comprised a wide 
spectrum of organisations. He argues that this movement – rather than 
being reactionary – was a complex of forward-looking ideas that sought 
to redress the problems associated with rapid urbanisation and the emer-
gence of an urban industrial society.31 Such movements were certainly not 
unique to Germany. Throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, 
a deep-seated ambivalence towards industrialisation and urbanisation has 
been a powerful undercurrent in Western (intellectual) life. As Marshall 
Berman argued, this ambivalence has been part and parcel of the experi-
ence of modernity, which was simultaneously hailed and hated in often 
paradoxical and contradictory ways.32 In the late 1960s, this ambivalence 
became apparent in the “back-to-the-land” movement in the United States.33 
Confronted with the sinister side of science and industry and faced with 
rampant consumerism and the failings of modern society, many urbanites 
were drawn to (re)turn to nature. A similar trend fostered the camping fad 
that arose in Belgium in the decades following the Second World War. In 
this period, the country underwent rapid economic growth, which resulted 
in a sprawling urbanisation shaping what is now called the “nebular city”.34 
Founders of holiday camps went to great lengths to safeguard holiday sites 
from possible “harmful” elements referring to the bleak aspects of industri-
alisation and consumerism, as can be derived from documents pertaining 
to their development. In 1956, the province of Antwerp, for instance, issued 
a report to accompany Zilvermeer’s general plan, which stipulated that no 
cafes, shops or discothèques could be built in close proximity to the holiday 
camp and furthermore advised that “a building ban should be implemented 
in the entire area”.35

These holiday camps that were constructed in Belgium’s Campine re-
gion thus portrayed both similarities and differences with contemporary 
international developments such as the Butlin’s holiday camps in the UK 
and the development of La Grande Motte in France.36 While these foreign 
developments were – just like Hengelhoef and Zilvermeer – clearly designed 
to offer lower societal classes, who could not afford to sojourn at the Côte 
d’Azur or abroad, the opportunity to holiday, much more emphasis was 
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placed on the “modern” aspects of this holiday. The aims for the construc-
tion of La Grande Motte for instance included – according to Furlough and 
Wakeman – the integration of “backward” people and places (such as La 
Grande Motte) into a modern and economically vibrant New France and 
the promotion of “[…] a new cultural order in which the commercializa-
tion of modern leisure practices would contribute to the consolidation 
of a capitalist consumer economy”.37 The holiday camps in the Campine 
region, on the other hand, testify to a desire to offer its holidaymakers an 
experience of nature and purity that – while embedding them in the modern 
practice of holidaying – consciously negated commercial and consumerist 
aspects of modernity. In the discourses and off icial representations sur-
rounding these camping grounds, they were not so much seen as “modern” 
infrastructures (which of course they were), but rather as sites where one 
could f ind temporary respite from all the negative effects (stress, pollution, 
crowded conditions) of modernity. Modernity thus created, as it were, its 
own counterpoints – sites that could counterbalance the artif iciality and 
pressure of everyday life in an industrial society. Notwithstanding the 
dominant image of a return to “nature”, both Zilvermeer and Hengelhoef 
were – like numerous other holiday camps and recreational grounds in 
Belgium – largely man-made. The two large lakes at Zilvermeer were dug out 
by industrial sand excavations in the early twentieth century and were only 
f illed with water when the First World War brought these excavations to an 
abrupt standstill.38 Nature within these camps was thus not as “untouched” 
as it was led to believe. Tree cutting, swamp draining, strategic planting 
and walkway construction were common practices that were to assure 
optimal accessibility and comfort for the holidaymakers, on the one hand, 
while maintaining the illusion of a sojourn in “pure” nature, on the other.

Autonomous Universe

A socio-spatial analysis, which aims to identify important spatial features of 
the holiday camp and develop an understanding of how these elements were 
perceived by its holidaymakers, reveals that the holiday camp was perme-
ated with physical structures and mental constructs that were designed 
to give the camp a stature of apparent autonomy and imbue the minds 
of its holidaymakers with the illusion that the camp was an autonomous 
universe. One of its most visible embodiments are the boundaries sur-
rounding these camps. Such structures were in the f irst place intended 
as physical barriers to prevent people who did not pay for a stay in the 
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holiday camp from entering. However, they also adopted another, equally 
important, psychological functioning. These perimeter walls served as a 
mental barrier between the strenuous sphere of the outside world and the 
hedonistic environment of absolute freedom inside. It became a prerequisite 
for the development of further, more subtle forms of social and cultural 
containment which allowed holidaymakers to conduct themselves in a 
different manner inside the camp than they would in their “exterior” daily 
lives. Closure within the holiday camp was not seen as a limit, but as a 
condition for liberty as can be derived from the following quotation, uttered 
by one of Hengelhoef ’s former holidaymakers: “So many beautiful things 
happened there [in Hengelhoef ] [...] once we passed the main entrance, a 
weight was lifted from my shoulders. I became another man.”39

This citation exemplif ies, besides the importance of the physical 
boundary surrounding the holiday camp, the signif icance of a pronounced 
threshold that emphasises the entrance. In most camps, this “task” was 
fulf illed by a gate, which became an important feature in the act of going on 
vacation: “As soon as we drove past that gate, the world outside did not exist 
anymore. We were elsewhere.”40 Decorated with flags, guarded by a sentinel 
and accompanied by signage that alluded to the crossing of a boundary, the 
physical appearance of these gates echoed that of former road-check posts 
at (European) country borders, which were still operational at this time. The 
gates became “architectural” signposts, which simulated the experience of 

Figure 03: Entrance gate to Zilvermeer, approximate date: early 1960s.  
(source: Provinciaal Domein Zilvermeer, Mol).
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travelling abroad for working-class people; a luxury most of them could – in 
this period – not (yet) afford.

Figure 04: New entrance gate to Zilvermeer, date unknown.  
(source: Provinciaal Domein Zilvermeer, Mol).

The importance of the entrance gate is also acknowledged by Barbara Pen-
ner in her analysis of the Pocono honeymoon resorts in post-war America. 
She writes: “resorts marked their physical and symbolical distinctness from 
the world outside and the homogeneity of those inside [...]. In order to stake 
out its boundaries clearly and to highlight the specif icity of its residents 
[they] placed a sign at its entrance announcing: ‘You are entering the land 
of love’.”41 The gate was for these holiday camps – following Ferdinand de 
Saussure’s “theory of sign” – a signif ier for the transition from one physical 
and mental space to another: from hardship to relaxation.

Furthermore, the gates were clearly designed for cars, as most of these 
camps were not easily accessible by public transport. The car contained the 
family unit, so the passage into the camp was experienced in the car, in 
the family circle: “There was always someone there [at the gate]. So, when 
you entered you had to show your card and then you could pass. It did not 
matter if there were f ive, six or seven people in the car. That was – in those 
days – not important.”42 Passing through the gate inside the car, in the 
company of your family constituted an important component of the rite 
de passage that was experienced when entering the holiday camp. Going 
on holiday in one’s car enacted a cultural convergence: both holidays and 
cars could signify mythic escape, personal autonomy and displacement in 
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time and space. The signif icance of the gate as a passage into a hedonistic 
world was thus reinforced by the “transit” in the car.43

Both camps also had their own emblems. That of Zilvermeer, for instance, 
depicted a f ish and a conifer cone in front of an ocean blue background. It 
clearly referenced the natural assets of the holiday camp, which was built 
around two large water pits amid a pine forest. This emblem was displayed 
at different locations inside the camp’s territory. There were two at the 
entrance gate, one on each side,44 which explicitly marked the passage into 
a leisurely “land” of heavenly blue waters and tall pine trees. Furthermore, 
it was prominently depicted on the camp’s early postcards, accompanied 
by the slogan: “Greetings from Zilvermeer”. These postcards mimicked 
holiday postcards that people would send from a sunny, foreign location: 
“Greetings from the Spanish Riviera”. They not only reinforced the illusion 
that holidaymakers at these camps were on holiday abroad, but they also 
contributed to the perception of the camp as an autonomous entity. Building 
further on this reference, these postcards boasted the holiday camp’s most 
important attributes as if they were unique points of interest, designed for 
photo-ops.

Figure 05: Zilvermeer postcard, date unknown.  
(source: Provinciaal Domein Zilvermeer, Mol).
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Figure 06: Zilvermeer postcard, date unknown.  
(source: Provinciaal Domein Zilvermeer, Mol).

Holiday camps also possessed their own “urban” amenities to ensure that 
holidaymakers would not have to leave the camp grounds during their stay. 
Hengelhoef had – alongside its administrative off ices – a restaurant, a bar 
and a lounge for communal activities, all combined in one large building, 
while Zilvermeer built separate structures to house its administration, bar, 
restaurant, library45 and even its own (modest) supermarket. Several of 
these amenities were organised along a wide boulevard, which replicated 
a modern, urban street, designed for car mobility, complete with parking 
spaces and benches in front of the “public buildings”. There was even a 
(public) phone booth.
Both camps also delineated places to perform religious ceremonies. At 
Hengelhoef, open-air masses were held for the campers during the weekend:

There was an open-air chapel [...] next to the pool. It had an altar, which was 
a thick table of about one to two meters long, with a crucif ix on top of it. 
[...] Back then, we would all attend mass. [...] There were two masses; one on 
Saturday evening at 6 pm and another one on Sunday morning, before lunch. 
[...] Everyone would bring their own chair. When it rained, we all wore a 
raincoat or an umbrella, but, no matter what, mass was held.46
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Figure 07: ‘Urban’ street at Zilvermeer, approximate date: early 1960s.  
(source: Provinciaal Domein Zilvermeer, Mol). 

Figure 08: Entrance tof the main building in Hengelhoef.  
(source: KADOC, Leuven – collection: Vakantiegenoegens).

A similar story is told by the holidaymakers of Zilvermeer, where camp-
ers could attend mass in a “chapel”: “My nephew played the organ and 
we had a choir, which practiced in the chapel. It was a kind of concrete 
shack [...] which was quite large. Every Sunday morning, around 10 am, it 
was packed with people.”47 Belgian holiday camps thus not only possessed 
most of the facilities that contemporary small villages had but – in spite of 
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their focus on nature and “authenticity” – they also eloquently echoed the 
contemporary changes that were taking place in Belgium – the invasion of 
village life by elements of modernity, such as cars and supermarkets. The 
camp possessed all the necessary traits to create the illusion that it was an 
autonomous, utopian place in its own right which offered “modern” comfort 
in a natural environment that was to enable holidaymakers to experience 
a more authentic way of life. To achieve this goal, holiday camps cleverly 
adopted a selection of concepts (such as the aforementioned emblems and 
holiday postcards) and several architectural features (such as fences and 
gates), which demarcated these grounds as independent entities where one 
could temporarily live a life of freedom and authenticity.

Enacted Utopia

The holiday camp was, however, more than just a utopian retreat; it also 
provided a testing ground for emerging patterns of behaviour that were 
part of the social rise of the workers’ class. These camps were initially set 
up as affordable answers to the new need for leisure spaces. Even though 
all workers obtained one week of paid holiday after 1936, which increased 
to two weeks around the mid-twentieth century, few of them in these early 
decades were able to put this newly gained free time to “correct” use. Many 
at f irst used their congés payés – much to the dismay of the government – to 
tidy up around the house, to do odd jobs or to earn some extra money. 
Despite the legislation, most lacked the economic capacity to pay for a “real” 
holiday: “The lodging capacity does not meet the demands that the recent 
social legislation has created [...]; the standing of the existing [domestic] 
facilities does not accord to the desires of the workers and the price for a 
stay [in these existing facilities] exceeds the means of most [workers].”48

By providing subsidies for the construction of large holiday infrastruc-
tures, the government hoped to bridge this gap. In 1949, the General As-
sembly for Tourism wrote in its annual report: “Only [the development of] 
large holiday resorts which are able to accommodate a large clientele can 
guarantee a price that is within the reach of the masses.”49 When, starting 
from the late 1950s, such (government-funded) holiday resorts gradually 
opened their doors and workers started to frequent them, many found 
themselves in unfamiliar surroundings. Most had never been on holiday 
before and thus did not know “how to” holiday. A sense of displacement 
enabled them to experiment with new behavioural patterns – a real-life 
version of Les Vacances de Monsieur Hulot.50
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Early postcards and photographs of visitors at these holiday camps depict 
men in costume, with long trousers and necktie, paddling on water bicycles 
and women in their Sunday dress with high heels, ploughing their way over 
sandy beaches and through forests. These outfits differed substantially from 
the daily attire they wore to work or to carry out household chores. While 
the government and social organisations promoted family holidays as a time 
to return to nature and to a more authentic way of being, it was adopted 
by holidaymakers (in the holiday camp) as an opportunity to enact a type 
of modernity. To go on holiday meant: to travel by car, to purchase novel 
camping gear and to show your modern self to your peers. Holiday camps 
perfectly accommodated such behaviour. Nature within these camps was 
not rough or wild, but rather a “domesticised nature, especially adapted for 
leisure purposes”. Jeannie Kim also pinpoints this peculiarity in her paper 
on Mission 66, a project set up by the American government to “modernize 
the park system and update its facilities”.51 According to Kim, this park 
system was designed to be experienced by the family in the car or on trails 
specifically designed to accommodate women in high heels. Kim argues that 
the great outdoors thus became a “comforting domestic interior, a reassur-
ing space, with dependable trails, labels, narratives, photo opportunities, 
and orientation-movies.”52 Likewise, the increasing comfort available on the 
camping grounds – where tents gave way to caravans and later to mobile 
homes, equipped with kitchen, bathroom, television and even laundry 
facilities – signif ies the tendency of many campers to increasingly treat 

Figure 09: Zilvermeer postcard, depicting men in costume on water-bicycles, date 
unknown  
(source: Provinciaal Domein Zilvermeer, Mol).
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their holiday place as a “home away from home”: Returning each and every 
weekend, furnishing the place with beautiful things, decorating it, making 
it more and more comfortable, were activities shared by many habitués of 
the camps.53

Figure 10: Women in fancy dress at Zilvermeer, date unknown.  
(source: Provinciaal Domein Zilvermeer, Mol).

From a social point of view, post-war holiday camps – paradoxically – have 
much in common with commercial shopping malls that popularised in 
the same period. Both developments provided spatial centrality, public 
focus and human density – paramount capacities in a time when rapid 
urbanisation induced a loss of social cohesion, particularly in Flanders, 
the region where these two camps are located. Many of the holidaymakers 
at these camps cherished this newly found community spirit and soon 
became “regulars” who returned annually and who also frequented the 
camps outside of the summer holiday period. This enabled the formation of 
organisations and clubs. Zilvermeer, for instance, had its own marching band 
(Muziekkapel) and Hengelhoef its own bike club. The enactment of holiday-
ing thus did not limit itself to dress codes and personal rules of conduct; it 
also led to experiments in group behaviour. A remarkable example of such 
enacted group behaviour, came to the fore during an interview, when a 
camper described how at Zilvermeer, a group of adult men – the interviewee 
included – gathered in a club, which on a voluntary basis organised games, 
initially for children and youths, later on also for adult campers. They not 
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only set up football tournaments between the different “vicinities” of the 
camping ground, but they also enacted robberies and abductions as a form 
of play. Within this club, the members had given each other code names, 
which were used during games and activities.54 What was in fact staged 
inside the holiday camp was a romanticised version of “traditional” vil-
lage life. It was inclusive, based on solid community ties and it allowed for 
experimentation.

Life inside the holiday camp was, however, a far cry from a truthful repro-
duction of village life. It was an idealised version of it. Delinquent behaviour 
or disturbing conduct, which could negatively affect the pervasive atmos-
phere of relaxation and leisure inside the camp, was instantly suppressed. 
The village was – comparable to the mall’s interior space55 – repackaged in 
a safe, clean and highly controlled form. This almost Orwellian control in 
the holiday camp was not only sustained by the camp’s governing board, 
it was also bolstered by the “community” of fellow holidaymakers, who 
had it engrained in their minds that deviant conduct had no place in this 
leisurely environment. This was graphically expressed by one interviewee 
who described a quarrel that occurred between two men during festivities 
at the camp:

At a certain point, two groups were formed around two men that were 
quarrelling. [...] They obviously had too much to drink as they stood at the 
centre of the dance floor [...] soon everyone became quiet and people started 
asking each other what was going on. I approached these men and told them: 
“This does not happen here. Stop f ighting. We are here to have fun”. As I 
positioned myself in-between them, one of them [...] throws a punch and 
hits me right in the face. This blow was of course destined for the other guy, 
but since I had come between them [...] when the other campers saw this, 
they immediately jumped up and drove these two [quarrelling men] apart. 
Thereafter, within a time frame of one hour, both men and their families 
were evicted from the holiday camp by the camp’s governing board and 
were told to never return.56

This anecdote rapidly brings to mind the society that Thomas More de-
scribed in his influential book Utopia. The novel is characteristic of utopian 
models that imagine the gathering of a collection of like-minded individuals 
who share much in common. Utopia in More’s book is an island with only 
one entrance and one exit. Only those who belong to this island know 
how to navigate their way through the treacherous openings safely and 
unharmed. The post-war holiday camp is, however, not an entirely truthful 
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translation of More’s idea(l)s. The utopian world that is evoked within the 
boundaries of the holiday camp is specifically designed to offer its vacation-
ers an escape from outside reality. Post-war Belgian holiday camps staged 
a “blissful” atmosphere. They not only provided the necessary scenography 
and props, but also the essential regular “cast”: the personnel. For instance, 
the head of Zilvermeer obtained the title “director” (regisseur), 57 a term 
directly borrowed from the theatre jargon and a straightforward reference 
to the holiday camp as a stage upon which leisure life was enacted. Many 
holiday camps also had guards – a “bright and breezy” alternative to armed 
forces. At Zilvermeer, these guards wore green uniforms, equipped with 
shiny white handgun holsters, which were always empty since they were 
not allowed to carry f irearms. This “costume” gave them the appearance 
of – as one interviewee noted – a hybrid between a police off icer and a 
scouts leader;58 an association that eloquently mirrors their function. They 
were the prompters (or souffleurs) of the holiday camp, who ensured that 
no one participating in the play fell out of character and that the show was 
not disrupted.

Figure 11: Zilvermeer guard, date unknown.  
(source: Provinciaal Domein Zilvermeer, Mol).
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Staged Heterotopia

Without dismissing or even downplaying the validity of the previous two 
readings, perhaps the most pertinent understanding of these post-war 
holiday camps is offered by Foucault’s powerful idea of Des Espaces Autres or 
Of Other Spaces. In this 1967 address, Foucault describes how every culture 
and every civilisation produces 

real and effective spaces which are outlined in the very institution of society, 
but which constitute a sort of counter-arrangement, or effectively realized 
utopia, in which all the real arrangements, all the other real arrangements 
that can be found within society, are at one and the same time represented, 
challenged and overturned: a sort of place that lies outside all places and 
yet is actually localizable. In contrast to the utopias, these places which are 
absolutely other with respect to all the arrangements that they reflect and of 
which they speak might be described as heterotopias.59

Foucault lists a number of heterotopias, for instance: the honeymoon trip, 
the cemetery, the sauna, the motel and adds “[q]uite recently, a new kind 
of [...] heterotopia has been invented: vacation villages”. Foucault continues 
that these heterotopias have “the power of juxtaposing in a single real place 
different spaces and locations that are incompatible with each other.”60 This 
citation offers a valid point of departure to elucidate why post-war holiday 
camps adopted elements of both “traditional” dwelling patterns (village 
life) and of post-war suburban housing developments.

Clear references to “traditional” dwelling patterns were introduced into 
the holiday camp in the form of mental constructs. Inwardly, these camps 
signalled safety, shelter and retreat, and provided holidaymakers with a 
sense of meaning and an effective anchor. The holiday camp met an acute 
need for sociability that was experienced by (sub)urban dwellers. They 
became places to revive social and cultural life and to counteract modern 
isolation. Within the confines of the camp, campers aimed to reproduce 
a romanticised version of a community based lifestyle that was gradually 
disappearing due to the post-war diaspora and increasing “capsularisation”: 
“[Inside the camp] we had a core of friends. [...] we would have a barbecues61 
together and in the evening, the men would play cards [near one caravan] 
while the women chatted near another.”62 A similar story is told by the 
holidaymakers of Hengelhoef: “When the weather was nice, we were of 
course all outside. But, when we had bad weather [...] we would gather 
in a group of four or f ive [men] to play cards while the women knitted or 
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chatted.”63 These accounts are consistent with what Wang has called the 
search for intra-personal authenticity, in which holidaymakers search for 
the authenticity of, and between themselves.64

However, not only the campers applied themselves to recreating a more 
community-based lifestyle. Holiday camps also contributed by offering local 
services that were previously common practice, but which after the 1960s 
gradually disappeared due to the proliferation of supermarkets and chain 
stores. During the summer, a soup car and an ice-cream wagon would tour 
the Zilvermeer camping ground on a daily basis to offer campers fresh soup 
and delicious ice cream in cones.65 Beyond these “little” day-to-day services, 
larger events were also recreated inside the holiday camp. Every summer, 
there was an “authentic” Flemish carnival (Vlaamse kermis) at Zilvermeer 
and, on 15 August – an off icial Belgian holiday in honour of the Assumption 
of Mary – campers and camp executives would organise a parade that would 
traverse the camp grounds:

On the 15th of August, we would organise a costumed parade, which cut 
across the camping grounds, through the streets, while playing music. [...] 
We would gather at the large square near the Zilverbos, where we would 
every year also organise a Flemish carnival, with activities such as “can 
knockdown” [pottengooien] [...] We also had a real merry-go-round.66

This reproduction or “re-enactment” of a kind of community life associated 
with “tradition” did not hamper or contradict the modern suburban lifestyle 
that was introduced on the holiday camp’s camping grounds. The layout 
of these drive-in camping sites clearly resembled the pattern of a subur-
ban neighbourhood, complete with cul-de-sacs, rows of (semi-)identical 
free-standing dwellings, front gardens, ornate porches and – eventually 
– individual picket fences. One of Hengelhoef ’s campers noted:

Every so often, a new set of regulations was introduced on the camping 
grounds. [...] This of course required a complete reorganisation. Everyone 
had already planted a garden, sowed grass [...] and that all had to change. 
Everything was gradually regularised, which was, on the one hand, positive, 
but which, on the other hand, meant that we lost some of our freedom. 
Behind our trailer, we had built a small shack to store our bikes, to place 
Anny’s [the wife of the interviewee] washing machine and tumble dryer and 
so on. But, of course, everyone just built according to how they saw it f it. 
After a while, it all became a bit too much.67
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An analogous evolution occurred at Zilvermeer where, by the end of the 
1970s, the director of the camp, clearly annoyed by the freewheeling that 
took place at the camping ground, addressed a letter to all campers, stating:

Following an inspection of the camping ground, we have noticed that many 
trailers are in severe violation of camping ground regulations: […] Any 
form of fencing or planting is strictly prohibited. All f ixed constructions, 
additions, lean-tos, shacks, windscreens, walls, concrete tiles, masonry in 
cement, plaster or any other material, poles, and so on – in short, all materi-
als that do not belong on the camping ground – should be removed.68

Figure 12: Simulated “suburban street” at Zilvermeer. Each (individual) plot is 
clearly delineated by a picket fence and all plots have their own driveway, ap-
proximate date: late 1980s.  
(source: Provinciaal Domein Zilvermeer, Mol).

Also the caravans that campers resided in during their stay became increas-
ingly luxurious year-by-year. While in the early 1960s, most vacationers 
camped in a tent, a rapid evolution occurred over the course of only two 
decades: from tent to trailer. These trailers were equipped with a cooker, a 
sink, a toilet and a dresser. Advertisements even referred to these trailers as 
“moveable country houses”. The spatial setup at the camping ground thus 
bore a clear resemblance to the spaces of everyday domesticity in suburban 
developments, and encouraged the playing out of a selective and idealised 
version of domestic life and of the gender roles it entailed.69



75     

� Campsites as Utopias?

gosseye & heynen

Figure 13: Newspaper article: “At the camping plot that one rents for a year, the 
nomad’s shelter has become a second home that the men repaint and the women 
clean”.  
(source: La Cité, 4 August 1978). 

Figure 14: Advertisement for a “Chalet Mobile”, which loosely translates as a 
“moveable country house”, date unknown.  
(source: KADOC, Leuven – collection: Vakantiegenoegens).
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There is a substantial amount of literature on gender and architecture that 
argues that the spatial set up of the built environment tends to underscore, 
support and reinforce conventional gender norms, while occasionally subvert-
ing them.70 This is also true for these holiday camps. Based on the interviews, 
we discovered that gender-specific behaviour abounded in these sites:

Marcel: “When the weather was nice, our team, all men, would go bike-
riding every day. We would make a tour of about f ifty to sixty kilometres 
and by the time we came back home, we would take a quick shower and 
lunch would be ready.” [...] Anny, the wife of Marcel adds: “But at lunchtime, 
they were all there. I never had to call out for them. At twelve o’ clock, they 
were there and that was all very normal.”71

This gendered behaviour at the camping ground was conf irmed by all 
other interviews in which both husband and wife participated.72 It clearly 
illustrates the enactment of the middle-class ideal of “his work, her house”, in 
which the husband is the sole f inancial provider for the family and the wife 
tends to the house and children. Images of the nuclear family on holiday 
were incessantly woven with the quotidian and the corresponding gender 
patterns of this middle-class family ideal were repeatedly aff irmed in com-
mercial advertisements, popular media and holiday brochures distributed 
by social organisations.

Figure 15: The “nuclear” family on vacation at Zilvermeer, date unknown.  
(source: Provinciaal Domein Zilvermeer, Mol). 
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Figure 16: Advertisement for the Bidon Bleu – Camping Gaz, clearly depicting 
distinct gender roles on the campsite.  
(source: KADOC, Leuven – collection: Vakantiegenoegens).

Nevertheless, research has shown that this middle-class petit-bourgeois 
ideal, which in the post-war period became entangled with the concept of 
the nuclear family, was not consistent with everyday practice in Belgium; 
certainly not in working-class families. In their daily lives, women could 
rarely afford to stay at home while their husbands earned a living. Many 
worked outside the home or earned an income by doing paid work in their 
home. 73 Well aware of this situation, the government, along with social 
organisations, explicitly tried to promote family “holidays for all”, which 
meant that also women were to be freed from their daily responsibilities: 
“family-events [should] arise in which mothers, free of care for their family, 
can enjoy a couple of peaceful days during which they can relive their 
honeymoon weeks”.74 Holiday camps strongly encouraged this “holiday for 
all” concept by offering services that could alleviate women’s chores. For 
instance, at Zilvermeer, there was a “camping kitchen”, which was basically 
a take-out window, where campers could take their empty cooking pot and 
purchase a prepared meal for the whole family at a reasonable price.75 This 
emancipatory ideal was, however, not shared by the holidaymakers at the 
holiday camp, who in practice adopted distinct gender roles. Holidaying 
at these camps gave workers and their families the opportunity to enact 
a modern middle-class ideal wrapped up in a suburban lifestyle. In her 
book on the connection between political policy and family dynamics in 
the United States during the Cold War, historian Elaine Tyler May asserts 
that embedded in the bliss of the nuclear family, housework was seen not 
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as work but as personal fulf ilment. Performing household chores became 
a satisfying labour of love.76 Such dynamics can also be traced throughout 
these holiday camps, where mothers continued to cook, to do the laundry, 
to look after their children, to clean up and to do the dishes (albeit often 
in more simplif ied and less labour intensive ways) – and were seemingly 
happy about it.77

The holiday camp thus functioned as a testing ground, where people 
could “try on” facets of modernity and see how they f it. It, on the one hand, 
delineated a place to recapture a “lost” sense of community; a romanticised 
version of “traditional” village life, while on the other hand enabling holi-
daymakers to reproduce a form of middle-class suburban living.

Even within the attempt to (re)create a streamlined version of society 
within the boundaries of the camp, these post-war holiday camps, however, 
also revealed some less attractive characteristics. Constructed to allow 
those with modest salaries to enjoy a “real” holiday during their two weeks 
of congés payés, these camps – merely by existing – confirmed, and in a 
certain sense perpetuated, the social inequalities that existed in the Belgian 
society in the immediate post-war period. Even though their primary objec-
tive was to provide affordable holidays for workers, a secondary, far less 
righteous, motivation for creating these camps was alluded to by former 
Minister of National Education and Culture, Henri Janne in his address to 
the conference of the High Council for Social Tourism:

The privileged groups of society were immediately [after the approval of 
the 1936 law on paid holidays] confronted with the breach that it made of 
[former] social conventions. They mocked the “paid holiday” and referred 
to its benef iciaries with the same name [“paid holidaymakers”], as they did 
not deem them capable of spending their holidays in a decent manner. They 
frowned upon these “paid holidaymakers”, who – in their Sunday dress (for 
them this was a real holiday!) – arrived at holiday destinations, armed with 
their lunchboxes [...] (these workers were not rich). They were seen as an 
occupation army.78

Post-war holiday camps thus offered blue-collar workers a controlled safety 
zone that guaranteed homogeneity. They sought to “reassure” through the 
erasure of difference, thus offering some sort of alleviation for workers who 
found themselves on the lower ranks of the societal ladder. Inside these 
camps, they experienced an erosion of conformist social stratif ication. 
“Standing” or “respect” in the holiday camp could not be gained through 
professional achievements or material wealth, but through the ability of 
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holidaymakers to socialise and their willingness to participate in group 
events. The post-war Belgian holiday camp was, in this sense, an antidote to 
civilisation, while at the same time offering a training ground for learning 
to enjoy relaxation and leisure.

Conclusion

This paper contrasted the concepts and idea(l)s that underpinned the 
development of government-funded holiday infrastructure in Belgium 
with the socio-spatial practices that occurred within it. It presented dif-
ferent readings of the post-war holiday camp, ranging from “autonomous 
universe” and “enacted utopia” to “staged heterotopia” and – through these 
readings – exemplif ied how this “type” of vacation infrastructure was 
characterised by a certain ambiguity. The government developed these 
camps to offer workers and their families the opportunity to elope their 
murky day-to-day surroundings, spend their holidays in close contact with 
“pure” nature and experience authentic qualities that were deemed lost 
under the pressure of modern daily life; holidaymakers saw these camps 
as a “stage” to re-enact (a romanticised version of) “traditional” community 
patterns, while simultaneously experimenting with – and acting out – facets 
of modernity. Going on holiday was perceived by the new leisured masses 
as a modern act pur sang. Holidays at these camps were not just seen as an 
opportunity to reconnect with nature and pursue authentic experiences, 
but were also appropriated as a way of recapturing a lost sense of community 
while experimenting with facets of modernity and a modern middle-class 
suburban lifestyle.

Belgian post-war holiday camps in some ways pref igured the theme 
parks and gated communities that – later on – became the subject of vehe-
ment postmodernist criticism. They offered experiences that were – in 
many ways – staged and artif icial. “Rough” nature inside these camps was 
actually a domesticised environment that accommodated holidaymakers 
as modern flâneurs and the personnel at these camps fulf illed specif ic 
roles to ensure a spotless play. The post-war holiday camps in a way thus 
contradicted their envisaged goals of purity and authenticity. This, however, 
did not seem to bother holidaymakers. What counted for most was that 
inside these camps, they could (temporarily) appropriate a small plot of land 
and enact their own, idealised version of a modern middle-class suburban 
lifestyle in a somewhat natural setting, enjoying the opportunity to relax 
and learning to be a tourist.
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