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A
fter his divorce in 2005, Dutch entrepreneur Lex Schelvis left his family’s
large townhouse in Haarlem, the historic city west of Amsterdam, and
lived in several subsequent homes, from a high-price rental to a low-price
row house.

Now a 61-year-old retiree, Mr. Schelvis says he has found the home where
he will settle for good: a new, environmentally friendly, customized houseboat moored on 
the bank of the Spaarne, a scenic river flowing through central Haarlem. He moved into 
the half-furnished houseboat in 2014 and completed the project in spring 2017, when he 
erected a fence and finished landscaping the mooring’s small strip of land with a row of 
willow trees. Speaking on a sunny fall day in his open, upper-floor living and dining area 
that he decorated with vases of sunflowers, he still seems surprised by his choice. “In the 
old days, houseboats were cold and damp,” he says. “But this is like a modern house.”

He made the switch from land to water on a whim, after seeing a computer rendering H
ER

M
A

N
 V

A
N

 H
EU

SD
EN

 F
O

R 
TH

E 
W

A
LL

 S
TR

EE
T 

JO
U

RN
A

L 
(3

)

• Soundproofing and 
quality insulation allow 
the homeowner to play 
music without bother-
ing neighbors.

• An energy-efficient 
heating-and-cooling 
system includes 50 so-
lar panels on the roof.

• The master suite is 
on the upper floor, 
avoiding a daily need 
for stairs. 

• A separate pontoon 
terrace offers extra 
outdoor space at little 
cost.
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of a new houseboat on a real-estate website. In 
the houseboat world’s answer to a teardown, 
he purchased an existing but unsuitable barge-
like home for $236,000 on the condition that 
the seller have it removed.

Having secured the prime mooring spot, he
then commissioned the new houseboat from 
Van Ommeren Architects, an Amsterdam studio 
with a young Haarlem-based principal. The 
houseboat, with features such as Miele appli-
ances and a contemporary wood-burning stove, 
cost about $575,000 to build and furnish.

Mr. Schelvis’s 33-year-old daughter and 
grandchild are frequent visitors. His girlfriend, 
Annemieke Salomons, 55, a professor with her 
own home nearby, and her daughter from a 
previous relationship are part-time residents.

The two-story, three-bed
square-foot home has been 
to accommodate changing n
While many houseboat own
sleep below deck, saving the
well-lit floor above the wate
line for living, Mr. Schelvis 
has an upper-floor master 
suite. He can wake up and le
from his bedroom into the 
Spaarne for a dip.

For now, a downstairs
bedroom is used for band 
rehearsals. Mr. Schelvis, a li
up keyboards after his divor
local band called Mr. Monda
proofing and state-of-the-ar
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“This is my man cave,” sa
an alcove off the living room
practice the keyboard. The b
system from the U.K.’s Bowe

Music also led him to his

tect Joeri van Ommeren, an amateur drummer. 
Now 31, Mr. van Ommeren worked as a project 
architect with Swiss-based Spanish architect 
Santiago Calatrava before returning home to 
Haarlem. The two knew each other from the 
city’s tightknit music scene.

The architect helped Mr. Schelvis address 
his main concern about houseboats: low ceil-
ings. At nearly 6-foot-3, Mr. Schelvis is used to 
high-ceiling rooms. Dutch houseboats are typi-
cally saddled with strict height regulations. Mr. 
Schelvis’s new houseboat couldn’t rise more 
than about 13 feet above the waterline. To cre-
ate ceiling heights of 8 feet or more on both 
levels, Mr. van Ommeren weighted the boat, 
pushing the lower level farther below the wa-
terline to add interior space. He made a dou-

ling over the stairwell to
t downstairs, where rooms

ddled with narrow, ceiling-
 windows.

r. Schelvis got around
th restrictions with a pon-
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The Unexpected Pleasures of a

Houseboat
A music-loving Dutch retiree creates a modern, soundproof home

The 2,150-square-foot home cost 
$575,000 to build and furnish. 
The watery lot cost $236,000.

The property includes a 
strip of land and floating 
terrace for outdoor space.
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ing up a local air-conditioning company, which 
he sold in 2016. His expertise came in handy. 

The previous barge’s gas connection would
have prevented him from placing his front 
door where he wanted, so instead he installed 
an energy-efficient heating-and-cooling system 
using air-exchange pumps, plus 50 solar panels 
in the roof. The home is net-contributor to the 
local electricity grid.

“I was not a hard-core ‘green’ guy before,”
he says, but his new home has led him to 
greener living.
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