
Nieuwe Steenweg

Concerning the landscape of Haspengouw, 

the region in which Heers is situated, we distinguish three types of 
scenery: built environment (the villages), production land 
(orchards, pastures and arable land) and natural area (forest and 
other non-productive land in the economical sense of the word). 
Within the slightly sloping surroundings of Heers, the production 
land is by far the most present, it even keeps extending, they say: 
endless rows of fruit trees, criss-crossed by a grid of concrete 
roads enabling the farmers to reach their properties. Haspengouw 
as a table-cloth on which the villages and natural areas form 

merely stains, which offer welcome interruptions of the rigid 
structure for the eyes looking for imperfection. 

This imperfection (actually it’s better to speak of an 
added value) is appreciated by the visitors of this 
area, offering them stepping stones between the 
endless orchards and fields on their walks or cycling 
trips. Both visually and spatially, the villages and 
little pieces of nature scale down the industrialized 
area. Unfortunately, most of the green areas aren’t 
accessible or the way through is hard to find: it seems 

the continuous strive for higher production not only 
reduced ‘non-usable’ land but also encouraged the owners 

to close off the little parts of nature remaining. Cyclists 
probably won’t be discouraged by this but for walkers it 

certainly is disappointing to only have the concrete grid: it’s scale 
simply is too large to be able to enjoy the area on foot. This might 
be a reason why we encountered most inhabitants in or around the 
villages, walking their dogs along the main routes called 
‘steenwegen’, and only a few people in one of the natural reserves. 
Are these just too far away or too inaccessible to enjoy?

This map was drawn in September 2017, during a stay of one 
month in Heers for the project Dear Euregio. In search for the 
identity of Heers, its castle and its relation with the landscape, we 
drew insights from talks with inhabitants, observations and field 
research. These insights do not necessarily represent our own 
opinion, neither the opinion of the inhabitants of Heers. 

We are very grateful to the people of Heers for having us as 
temporary residents and for showing us round.
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Regionaal Landschap Haspengouw & Voeren and 
the Euregion Meuse-Rhine/Three Countries Park. 
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HEERS, 
A HIDDEN CASTLE 
AND ITS CONTEXT

There is 

something about 

the town hall of Heers. 

Being a former school building, the 

scale of it i
nterfere with its n

ew function. 

People jokingly tell that every former classroom now 

houses exactly one civil se
rvant, alone in the middle of a room 

that’s w
ay too big. The outdoor space surrounding the building, in fact quite 

a large area, completes the alienating atmosphere. Generic space without a 

particular identity or in any way adding to the character of Heers as a town or 

rural entity.

Something that immediately comes to mind regarding Heers, is the lack of 
(qualitative) public space. Looking at the various villages, it seems 

collectivity or social life hardly exists over here. Actually, none of the 
twelve villages of Heers comprises a square mainly attributed to (social) 

events. The little public space there is, for example this strip along the 
Nieuwe Steenweg, is appointed to parking space. When the fun fair 

(kermis) was held in Heers, the caravans were placed along the Nieuwe 
Steenweg, facing the road. The bars at the other side of the road placed 
some part tents in front of their bar, on the road, which was blocked for 

the event. Spatially and atmospherically seen, the setting could have 
been way more attractive if the parking spaces in front of the stores 
were used, at the other side of the road. The actual square, or better, 

the place that could have been an actual square, if not designated 
as parking space. Without questioning the reason for this lack of 

public space, it is useful to think about the potential of the 
castle and its surrounding park. This includes the orchard 

in front of it, at the other side of the Nieuwe 
Steenweg: a forgotten place, too. Could these 

provide for attractive public space in the 
(near) future?

Actually, there is a square in Heers, very tiny and somewhat hidden: in front of 
the church. It’s a dead-end and hardly anybody visits it: the only reason to do 
is because the church and the graveyard are accessible from here. It’s a 
beautiful place where the castle, the surrounding park (now a nature area) 
and some of the old buildings come together. Seen from a distance, from 
the park west of it for example, the scenery really stands out and is 
worth protecting. Protecting? Yes, as too much characteristic 
buildings, facades and ensembles are being destroyed or partly 
replaced by low quality apartment buildings, wiping out the 
authenticity of the village. 
An added value over here is a path, leading from the 
castle toward this little place, across the 
graveyard. It would be great if this connection 
will be restored again in the near future 
as more people would use the route: 
both inhabitants and tourists. 
This would lead to the 
attention it 
deserves.

As there is little public space in Heers (see: Public 
space, anybody?), there is a lot for the individual 
resident. For every inhabitant of Heers there is almost 
one hectare of land. No surprise that there are a lot of 
detached houses with quite a lot of space around 
them. Heers is kind of surrounded by (or consists 
of?) neighbourhoods comprising of few houses on 
big plots. Strolling around over there, we could 
easily imagine being in some suburb in the USA. 
Rows of generic detached housing surrounded 
by lawn, cars in front of the house: all 
individuals trying to create their own private 
domain. Of course, this doesn’t count for all of 
Heers: especially in the smaller hamlets, 
relatively old buildings, most of them being 
farms, add to the overall identity of Heers as 
a rural area.

Looking at Heers again, the biggest of all 
villages within the township, we 
wondered: where are the children? 
Where are the youngsters? Where do 
they play, hang around? Is seems they 
only are on the streets when they 
await the bus at a bus stop, or when 
they return from school elsewhere 
and walk back home again. Are 
they playing within the private 
domain, hidden from the street?  
Wouldn’t it add to the 
atmosphere and overall quality 
of life if they would use public 
space, if only it were 
available?

As indicated above, 
Haspengouw consists 
mainly of agricultural land, 
with some small plots of 
nature spread across. 
Ecologically seen, this is 
far from desired. 
Distances between the 
natural ‘islands’ are 
too far to function as 
stepping stones for 
animals, resulting in 
a poor ecological 
infrastructure. 

Moreover, the process of 
replacing standard fruit 

trees (‘hoogstam’) with 
half-standard (‘laagstam’) 

also has a negative impact on 
the ecological environment, as 

the former offer a much more 
diverse environment for animals 

and insects. Not only animals and 
insects are threatened by this, it 

also has a big impact on the 
landscape and the affirmation of it by 

the inhabitants and tourists: the 
longing for standard trees is 

widespread.

The following requires some imagination 
too, but it’s an interesting theoretical 

exercise. Let’s combine some of the aspects 
mentioned above: the lack of natural stepping 

stones, the disappearing ecological 
infrastructure and typical landscape with the 

disappearing of the standard trees and the large 
plots of private land. If a single standard fruit 

tree would be planted in only a part of all the 
large gardens, it would already add a lot to the 

ecological infrastructure and landscape. Not 
just the farmers would be responsible for the 

trees then, also the inhabitants themselves 
can contribute to their environment and 

the typical Haspengouw landscape they 
love. ‘Plukprogramma’s’, initiatives to 

gather people for fruit-picking trees 
that have been planted due to subsidy 

and actually belong to no-one can 
be brought back to smaller 

initiatives of individuals, families 
and people that own a tree and 

that don’t use its fruit 
themselves. Last but not least, 

the character of 
neighbourhoods as 

described above would 
surely profit from some 

more trees. Maybe there 
even would be more life 

in and around the  
‘generic’ streets of 

Heers. 

The gardens could well be a key element in the 
future of the castle. Right now it is forbidden to enter the area, because 
both the castle and the gardens are (again) private property. However, quite a lot of 
hunters shake up the area with their gun shots, apparently the prohibition doesn’t count for 
them. Whether these gardens are overgrown or cleaned up, they add a beautiful element to Heers, 
a natural area comprising water and built heritage with a splendid view on the village. It could be 
the park of the village, very close and connecting the village and church of Heers with the castle of 
Veulen and the natural areas to be found over there, like ‘De Knoppel’. Actually, you can already 
enter the gardens very easy through two entrances the ones that are used by the hunters. Instead of 
walking or cycling along the Nieuwe Steenweg, people could take a route through the park, whether 
that be for walking the dog or as a beautiful and calm route towards Veulen, Borgloon or St. Truiden. 
It could even be a place where small events can take place, instead of on the parking place along the 
Nieuwe Steenweg, a little more towards the south.
Speaking of ‘opening up’ qualitative green space for the inhabitants, the orchard in front of the 
castle, between the sports facility and the ‘Dreef’ (lane). definitely offers a chance. When 
cleaned up, a path could be created in between the trees, again offering an alternative and 
more appealing route for a stroll around the village.

Even a book wouldn’t offer enough space to 
cover the history and importance of the castle of 

Heers. Unfortunately, most of the stories that are being told 
in Heers are focussing on the most recent part of its history: the 

last inhabitants, two brothers and their sister, that couldn’t afford 
the maintenance of it and the numerous attempts to find an investor 
for the renovation after they left. And there is this farmer, who still 
makes use of the surrounding land and a part of the collapsed farm 

surrounding the castle, without maintaining or keeping it only a little 
tidy. For the castle and the farm, the recent decades weren’t the best in 
history, so when the castle is discussed, the conversation mostly turns 

towards melancholy and sadness. “It’s better to tear it down completely” 
can be heard a lot.  It might be wise to change focus for a while. Leave the 
castle as it is, maybe with some protection so it won’t be visited by ‘urban 

explorers’ anymore, and focus on the overgrown surroundings, as these are 
less loaded with negativism and of which the inhabitants of Heers can directly 

profit it they will be opened up for them. Less negativism, more curiousity!

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

1. The ‘centre’ of Heers
(although people tell us that 
Heers doesn’t have a centre as 
it’s developed along two streets) 
basically is a strip of parking 
places along one of these two 
streets: the Nieuwe Steenweg. In 
case of events, part of these 
parking places are given up for 
the occasion. Additionally, the 
street itself might be blocked so 
people can make use of it, too. 
Isn’t there a better option 
available for organizing a 
get-together in Heers? Is it really 
important to have this much 
parking places? Even when most 
of them are available, people 
still park their car somewhere 
random on the street when going 
to the baker’s.

2. In front of the church, there is
a beautiful little square where 
church, castle, park and 

graveyard meet. Some of the most 
beautiful old houses of Heers can 
also be found over here. As a 
whole, this part of Heers deserves 
protection and definitely more 
attention.

3. When the church was built, a
long time after the castle, they 
created wall savings for church 
clocks. Clocks have never been 
placed as planned, apparently this 
has to do with an argument 
between the lord of the castle and 
the church about the location of 
the church when it was built. The 
lord of the castle wanted it to be 
erected on a slightly different 
location.

4. When discussing Heers with an
inhabitant, he realized that he 
walked his dog for the past ten 
years in ‘urban’ area, without 
encountering natural elements or 

even a fairly amount of trees. It 
indeed is difficult to reach a nature 
reserve from Heers by foot. More 
important: this is relatively easy to 
solve, if only the former gardens 
of the castle and the orchard in 
front of it, besides the ‘Dreef’ 
would be opened up.

5. Regarding the castle, a lot of
people keep focussing on 
renovating and opening it up, 
despite the enormous effort and 
costs this requires. It might be 
wise to turn the situation around: 
Not trying to tell the castles’ story 
from the inside but turn it 
‘inside-out’. This means leaving 
the castle as it is, maybe locking it 
even better, and opening up the 
surroundings so you can see it 
again. So many stories on the 
castle can be told by using 
elements of its surroundings, by 
literally pointing towards the 

castle, or by 
showing past situations on 
prints or banners along the 
roads. In that way, you don’t need 
to go inside to have a peek inside. 
It definitely would place the castle 
in another, broader perspective.

6. The fragmentation of the
landscape of Heers and 
Haspengouw has been indicated 
on the upper left map. On a 
smaller scale, this can clearly be 
seen over here. There is not a 
single convenient link between the 
village of Heers itself, the 
surrounding agricultural land and 
the natural area of the castle. 
Either it is forbidden to enter, 
either it is closed with barbed wire 
or you need to walk for kilometers 
on dull concrete roads to reach 
attractive landscape. 
Improvements on the small scale, 
on micro-level so to say, will also 
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have 
impact on 
the bigger 
picture! 
Recommendations or 
suggestions for 
improvements are offered all 
across this map, aiming at tying 
nature, agriculture and village 
together without having to use 
complex or large gestures.




