LOOKING BACK

Stories and pictures about things remembered
from my childhood in the Netherlands

This small collection of sketches, stories, and images has come about through some research about the places I knew as a child and some of the appalling changes that
have taken place during an absence of 60 years. The fear of these changes kept me
away from the places where I lived but after a visit in 2012 to the South of the Netherlands, I put some concerted efforts into finding out via satellite maps and street views
what the places of my childhood look like now. Then after some determined encouragement from my wife Joan, I plucked up the courage to return. The visit in 2014 to the
areas where I had lived in the 30s and 40s confirmed what I expected. The changes
were too great for me to cope with. I left without regret. One pleasing aspect of the visit
was to note the extensive preservation of the traditional windmills in Noord Holland. They
are still everywhere, serving no useful purpose I suppose, but I love their shape and the
way they reach up to the sky.
It is funny though how tricky memories are; some of these images are accurately remembered and others are way off the mark.
Top left: With my grandson Mark
Left: With my grand daughter Laura
Bottom left: On my own. All dressed up and nowhere to go
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Life below Sea level
The village where I lived as a child was about half a metre below sea level and surrounded by lakes and canals. The water
was everywhere and naturally every family had one or more
boats for work. The farmers had big boats for the transport of
cattle, the market gardeners had smaller boats for the harvest
of their cabbages [which were the standard product of their
fields] and fishermen had big boats with engines and sails for
fishing in the North sea and smaller boats for fishing on the canals and the lakes.
But it was the little boats we used to borrow without permission

The infamous 'Achtersloot in Koedijk'. Note the latrines at the
water's edge

wherever we could find one for our excursions in the country
and these small vessels used to be punted along with a bargepole, a technique which is a lot more difficult than it looks. One
could easily fall in the water or get soaked with water running
down the barge pole. But after 3 or 4 disasters and to the pleasure of my mother I finally got the hang of it and so confident
was I of the skills I acquired as a child that many years later
when visiting Cambridge and the river Cam I offered to take my
wife Joan out in a punt on the river. An offer by the way she unfortunately declined I am not sure now whether it was because
she had no confidence in my punting skills or because it rained
all the time we were there.

The historical 'Westfriese omring dijk' The canal on the left is
the 'Noordhollandse kanaal'
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was the first one in my family who did not become a fisherman.
I cannot remember that we ever went hungry or whether we were
all that poor ourselves but we sure ate a lot of potatoes and a lot of
fish. The potatoes we grew ourselves and the fish came from the canal in all shapes and sizes but mainly we had eels a fish popular
throughout the Netherlands and at that time abundant in the lakes
and canals nearby. At that time the lives of children was just so different from the lives of children of today who seem to travel all over the
world in excursions and on holidays. We lived at home and stayed at
home I can only remember one or two visits to the beach in my father’s fishing boat via the mysterious waterway that branched from
the canal to the dunes at Hargen and Camperduin
Visitors at our house were also somewhat of a rarity but I do remember clearly some most enjoyable visits from my cousin Anton and his
fiancée who came from Amsterdam the big city some seventy kilo-

The steam tram Anton refers to in his story 'The loft'. The

metres away.

train is also pictured in my watercolour of the bridge in
Schoorldam [page 17]

I remember they came on a bicycle for two [a tandem] perhaps just

The Visitor

a tandem possibly sleeping together.

a little scandalous for our village, boy and girl together for weeks on

The great depression of the nineteen thirties came to

I am not sure my mother approved but it did not bother us children.

the Netherlands somewhat later than it did to other

Anton was a great storyteller and regaled us with stories about the

parts of the world but by 1936 the first year I went to

big city and about his efforts to find a job. I remember he tried to join

school it was well and truly with us in Koedijk. Poverty

the police force and failed because he was a socialist. As a child An-

was rife in the area with the collapse of the markets for

ton had lived in our house and came there on holidays. I remember

red and green cabbages the staple export products

this clearly because he wrote a story about his stay as a child in the

from the fields. My father who was a fisherman, as his

house. The story is called ‘the loft’ [de zolder] and I have translated it

father had been before him and whose father had

into English. It is shown on the next page

been a fisherman before him etc. Come to think of it I
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The Loft [de zolder]
By Anton Pieterse
From the house of his grandparents where he was born he
could see the other side of the canal, the meadows beyond,
and at the very end the dunes along the coast.
But his family moved to a nearby town when he was four and a
half and through the windows of his new house he saw the windows of the houses on the other side of the street. It was then
that he asked his mother “What am I going to do in these
closed streets?”
Later on there were the school holidays with a week’s visit to his
grandparents. Granddad was a fisherman on the adjacent canal and a few times he was allowed to come and help with
the hauling in of the nets, very early in the morning at the

Above

dawn in that secret area that lies between night and morning

Here is the house of which Anton speaks in his reminisance 'The
loft'.
The house is the second one on the right. You can see his
grandfather [and mine] with his fishing boat on the left. The
people in the front on the right are making use of an automatic
bakery which apparently supplied bread straight onto a counter on the street [just guessing]

as morning mists gathered on the fields and across the canal
from which his granddad hauled in the nets with shiny struggling fish.
His made up guest bed was in the loft where a strange odour
pervaded the place an odour of camphor, old magazines,
spices, and the faint fishy smell of stored nets.
From his bed he could see out of the only window in the front

the ting-ting-ting of the bell as the train on the other side of the

of the house and on the long summer’s nights when it finally

canal passed, hissing and puffing in a cloud of grey smoke and

became dark there came the great silence. Through the

steam obscuring the carriages and their windows. Then later

branches of the two trees he could see the reflections of the

after the train passed, the silence returned only to be broken by

street lights in the canal and then from far away there was the

a bird moving amongst the tiles on the roof immediately above

whistle of the little steam train as it crossed the road at the dis-

his head.

tant bridge. Almost silent but stronger as it approached came

Original story translated by Gerrit
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Koedijk, the village
Even as a small child I did not think a great deal of the layout of the village I lived in. To me it
was just the long gently winding road [de Westfriese zeedijk] with houses and barns on one
side and the canal on the other [het Noordhollandse zeekanaal]. There seemed to me
even then only one place a little different from the road which was the little area in front of
the Dutch Reformed Church with a bar and hall on one side and a tallish hayshed on the
other. It was on this little square that the annual fair with its booths, carousels, swings, and
shooting galleries was held. The church was to me its most impressive feature. It was tall, it
looked ancient, and seemed heavy with the weight of the protestant reformation . However
I cannot remember ever going into it. We were a family of Atheists and they probably would
not have let us in anyway.
It was with dismay that one day in 1948 going past it by bicycle on my way to trade school
that I saw it was gone and replaced with an ugly wooden structure and a strange belltower
both of which I believe are still there now.

Photos from the thirties
Top: The church with the café on the right hand side The hall was where the gymnastic club
and the theatre group met. I remember being forced on the stage there as an undersized
and poor gymnast. I can still hear the laughter in the audience at my efforts.
Centre: This is so typical of the way the village looked; the canal, the dyke, the houses, some
separated from the dyke by yet another canal.
Bottom; This street view shows the only house in Koedijk that was built between the dyke
and the canal. At that point there was a punt that took you to the tram stop on the other
side of the canal
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Koedijker
kerk
Watercolour
sketch with pencil
I have had several attempts at
painting this little
square and
somehow I cannot recall clearly
what it looked
like. This rough
sketch is probably
as good as it is
going to get.
There is of course
no contemporary
information [the
church having
been demolished
in 1948] I now realise why it always looked so
angry. It is the
eyes and mouth
at the top in the
bell tower
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The field of reeds [Het rietveld]
There are many people in the Netherlands with the surname of
Rietveld. One the most famous being Gerrit Rietveld the designer
and architect from the days of De Style, a group of modernist designers who were often given a hard time by the authorities who
had an overriding say in the streetscapes of the towns. Gerrit was
a sometime lecturer in design at the college I went to as a student. What I am coming to in a roundabout way that my father
was a tenant of a semi submerged piece of land which actually
was the real thing a field of reeds [een rietveld]. There the reeds
he grew that were used as roof covering of many of the farmhouses and cottages.
During spring and summer there was maintenance to be done at

Above This is a contemporary picture of a remnant of a field
of reeds The polders then had many more canals, ponds,
and lakes. Every field in the polder was accessible by boat

the field weeds removed and water levels to be regulated. As a
child I loved going with him; it was a secret place where the
reeds grew above the eyelevel of a child and the birds were

Below

heavily committed to the defence of their nests and there were

The glass cabinet

sluices that could be opened to let the water in or out. Harvesting was hard work cutting the reeds, bundling the sheaves, and
transporting them to the roofers. It cannot have been a very profitable occupation as he abandoned it as soon as we moved to
Schoorldam.
Although the story of Gerrit Rietveld is irrelevant to my childhood
his lecturing inspired me with love for the style. So that when I
came to Australia I paid homage to the man by building a glass
cabinet in his style fondly believing it to be the only Rietveld inspired piece of furniture in the country. That was until I found out
they have one of his chairs in the National gallery
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Water mill in Geestmerambacht Sketch actual size 38 x 22 Watercolour reinforced with pencil
It was there when I was a small boy and is still there now, as part of a nature reserve, although much restored I imagine. I
have always loved these mills as they were then and as they are now. Rembrandt was enamoured with them and they feature strongly in the landscape drawings from his later years
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The canal
The canal that ran alongside the
dyke the village was built upon was
constructed shortly after the Napoleonic wars to allow shipping from
the port of Amsterdam to get to the
North Sea without crossing the Zuiderzee, up till then the only access
to the port of Amsterdam. It followed a tortuous route via Purmerend and Alkmaar taking in the
existing waterways where possible.
As a seagoing canal it was only in
It must have been an impressive sight to see these
beautiful ocean going sailing ships on their way to
Den Helder and out to the North Sea. They would
have been towed along the canal presumably by
horses, their sails only becoming useful as they headed out to sea. Even in my time as a child I remember
seeing some pretty large freight and pleasure ships
working their way up or down the canal. One of the
sights enjoyed by the village children was the passing of large multi-decked pleasure boats, one of
which is shown in this old photo taken with a box
camera by my father. The village children used to
run ahead of the boat shouting: De drie dekker
komt de driedekker komt.
There were streamers and sometimes a band. I never really worked out where they were going or
where they had been but everyone certainly
seemed to have a good time.

use for 50 years when a direct link
from Amsterdam to the west was
opened in 1876

Here it is. De driedekker as it passes
our house

11

My mother, my father, and my sister in
dad’s new fishing boat. Late 20s judging
by my sister [ born 1926]

Wood-cut map
dated 1554
This map shows us Noord
Holland at the beginning
of the 80 years war between Spain and the just
emerging Dutch republic.
[1565 to 1621]
The war was fought with
almost unbelievable cruelty in the name of religion
and imperialism.
What is interesting though
is that during this terrible
period the reclamation of
the lakes and wetlands of
the West Friesian peninsula
made great strides
We can already see the
names of the towns or villages that are still with us today
except of course some of these town have grown into the
mega cities we see today.
This first map shows us what Noord Holland was then; a river delta consisting of coastal dunes and islands.

Printed map
dated 1650[?]
This map shows quite clearly
the enormous amount of work
that had gone into the reclamation of the lakes. The most
famous polders: de Zijp, de
Schermer, de Beemster and
de Wormer are all there.
The cartographer here has
kindly coloured in the relevant
areas
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Printed map
dated 1773
Here the features we can still
see today are in place. the
Grote Sloot, Zijpersluis, and the
sea dykes I commented upon
on pages 22 and 23, All are
clearly visible
At this time the places I knew in
the nineteen thirties are marked
up.
The afsluitdijk and the closing of
the Zuiderzee are still a long
way off.

My Family: No book of memoirs can be called complete unless there is a section with faded black and white
family photos. No selfies than Just a simple Kodak box
camera with some remarkably preserved shots.
Left: My grand father Gerrit Nicolaas Hartland after whom
I was named. The baby in arms is my sister Hendrika. As
my sister was born in 1926 the picture must have been
taken in 1928. Lovely shot
Far left: My father with my sister. Taken the same day I
imagine. Sister’s booties are the same. I like my dad’s haircut.
Bottom left: Family photo of my mother’s family. My
grandfather, my mother with my sister, my uncle Jan. Behind my grandmother, and my aunt Stien. 1930 I think; my
mother is pregnant Must be the earliest photo that has
me in it
Centre: My mother with my much younger brother Dick
and the dog Wiepi A pretty grumpy Dick. 1947 I think.
Right: My grandfather [my mother’s father] and me. I was
scared of my grand father and it shows. 1935 I would say
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Entertainment
It seems now almost unbelievable Children of my age in the 30s
were hardly touched by Cinema or radio. There were a few
people who had wireless sets and most of the others had a receiver connected by wire to a central receiver. This receiver
had only 2 settings, 3 actually if you counted off as a setting.
This created some hardship as at that time there were 3 broadcasting central stations in the country. A protestant one, a
catholic one [naturally] and an undecided one. The man who
controlled the supply was a friend of my father and a socialist
so the religious broadcasters often missed out. This changed
when the war came as suddenly there was only one broadcaster who only send out German propaganda and German
biased news. News from the other side was received via hidden radio receivers and distributed through illegal news papers.
But here too was conflict There was the communist paper the
protestant one and the catholic one each with a different view
particularly about the war in Russia. It was not until well after
the war that we actually found out what had gone on and the
full extend of the horror became clear.

the son of the local headmaster who was seen one day in a SS
uniform sent to Russia and never seen again.
The propaganda had an averse effect on me as it installed a
hatred of all things German which in my case lasted for years
The diet of operettas did however leave me with a fondness for
Lehar, Strauss and others. They wrote some lovely melodies. My
favourite was then as it is now “Die lustige Witwe”

The cinema
I cannot remember ever being taken to the cinema before the
war but I remember my dad going to a temporary cinema in
the next village where he saw Chaplin’s “Modern times” which
he had found incredibly funny. As he was a good raconteur he
described the film in some detail and laughed again at the
highlights. When I finally saw the film myself many years later I
did not think it funny at all; just sad.
When the war started and I became old enough to go to the
cinema with my friends all we had then was German propaganda movies and Austrian musical comedies and operettas.
With all that propaganda, through radio, through film, and
through bill boards and news papers. I can only think of one
person swayed by Goebbels and his henchmen and that was
14

Charlie Chaplin’s

Franz Lehar’s

first shown 1936

First produced 1905 in Vienna

Modern Times

Die lustige Witwe

Top left
The canal is frozen over quickly and strongly
enough not to allow any ice breaking ships
to pass through.
I remember the rare skating opportunity to
skate from Schoorldam to visit old friends in
Koedijk.

Left
Here we are further along the canal. Note
the difference in the skates The children and
the man still wearing the traditional skates
which you tied with laces around your feet.
The girl on the right wears the later type
where the skates are fixed to the underside
of the boot. She has figure skating skates.
The distance ones we called Norwegians
and we were extremely jealous of those who
could afford them

Bottom left
Here is the icebreaking vessel destroying the
ice surface making it impossible to skate any
distance along the canal.
This photo was taken opposite the Steen
fabriek in Schoorldam. The factory has already been closed down. The ice breaking
exercise was often quite useless as the created channel would quickly freeze over. Cargo barges would travel in convoy behind the
icebreaker
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Winter in West Friesland
The winters in West Friesland varied enormously from year to year. When the winds
blew from the East from Russia all the way
across Europe there was snow and there
was ice. When the winds came from the
west across the North sea and the warmer
gulf stream you were lucky to get to skate
at all. My problem with the severe winters
was my father’s insistence of continuing
fishing under the ice along the canal. The
technique was to cut a hole in the ice on
either side of the canal and push a net
from one side to the other with a pole
made up of several lengths. There was a
problem with this though as he came
back the next morning the nets sometimes
could not be retrieved because they had
frozen to underside of the ice and had to
be hacked out. There were 2 problems
actually: the second one being that he
took me with him to help. The cold was
terrifying you could not wear gloves as
they would get wet. The snow and ice
would stick to the underside of your clogs
which made it almost impossible to move.
Going back to the house it took half a day
to thaw out.
My saddest memory of the winters in West
Friesland was the worst winter encountered in the last winter of the war 1944.
The so-called honger winter [the winter of
the famine] which I talk about in the next
chapter

The winter of the famine
[De Honger winter]
As I sit at my writing desk I muse over the
eccentricities of the brains of old people
generally and my own in particular. Why is it
that I clearly remembers the events of the
winter of the famine in 1944 with mind pictures and the faces of those around me
and half the times when I walk into a room
he cannot remember why I am there?
One reason of course was the effect that
this, the harshest of winters he had ever experienced was chiselled in my mind.
The winter of famine that struck the German
occupied parts of the Netherlands from November 1944 through to February 1945 was
not just a very severe winter but a national
disaster with 4.5 million people left to fend
without heating and with practically no
food and thousands of people dying of
malnutrition and deprivation.
I see again the hundreds of man, women,
and children on bicycles and on foot pulling prams and carts of any description
through snow and slush from the city 70 km
away and their return journeys, often empty
handed, and the fears in their eyes as Nazi
occupiers scour their columns with the object of stealing from them what food they
had gathered.

I remember my family where my father as
a fisherman always had something to
bargain until the canals froze over with
ice so thick that even fishing under it became impossible. The tears in our eyes
when Anton my nephew from Amsterdam came to us on his bicycle without
tyres and begged us for any food we
could spare and we had nothing to give.
I remember the stories about the farmers
who demanded gold and jewels in exchange for a sack of hoarded potatoes,
beets and other vegetables.
For people in a weakened state to track
through the country side in snow ice and
sleet often with almost no success must
have been a terrible experience.

3 Photos
There is a wealth of information with the
most harrowing photos available on the
internet. These 3 show us a little of what it
was like.
Top: searching in late autumn still food to
be found.
Centre: winter has set in very little to be
found. Conditions are almost impossible
Bottom: Relief as the allies start food supply missions. Drop in the ocean really with
4.5 million in desperate need.
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De Spoorbrug in Schoorldam. [now replaced with a large ugly drawbridge]
Sketch actual size 38 x 24 Watercolour with pencil
The little steam train that ran from the city of Alkmaar all the way along the canal via Koedijk to Warmenhuizen. The train
finally crossed the canal at Schoorldam.
The bridge was a great attraction to us children as you could climb inside and dive into the canal when the bridge
opened to let ships pass through. Only the very brave were game to dive from the bridge at the top level. I only tried it
once and I thought I would never come up again
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My Clogs

the village kids come in with their clogs and their funny West

My grand parents were the last generation of West Friesians in my
family who still wore the traditional clothes of the region. There were

Friesian accents. It was then that I decided if I wanted to fulfil
my ambition of joining the bourgeoisie the clogs had to go.

ruffed collars and lace caps for the women and for the men the
clothes were black with a large red handkerchief tied around the
neck and a caps that resembled the traditional Greek fisherman’s
cap and of course above all the clogs plain finished for daily use
and varnished and painted flowers [for girls] for Sunday use.
We as children were a little embarrassed by the things our grandparents wore, not realising of course then that today a tourist would
give an arm and a leg to get hold of an outfit like that.
My parents and my generation no longer wore the traditional
clothes but we all wore the famous Dutch clogs wherever we went.
Every house in the village had a porch at the back door specially
designed to keep the clogs of family and visitors safe and dry. People wore little leather insoles with the clogs for interior use so that
one did not have to go around just in socks and schools had special
racks in the corridors for clog storage. It was easy enough to wear
the clogs but sometimes difficult particularly in large families to find
and match up your clogs.
Clogs were great for playing football but the damage could be terrible when you kicked someone in the leg. The clogs kept your feet
warm in winter and I suppose they would help to keep you afloat if
you fell in the water.

Schoorldam Sluisweg
I love this picture. A group of children on the little square beside the lock. All posing in their Sunday best wearing their
West Friesian clogs. Photo late twenties early thirties I think

Sunday best clogs
I never had a pair as fancy as
this though

So why didn’t I keep on wearing my clogs forever? Well mainly
when I started going to a secondary school in the next town the
other students in the class could not stop laughing when they saw
18

Village football

Milan in the first round. It is pretty remarkable that I remember this

At the primary school I went to during recesses and on sports

as I was only 4 at the time. The team qualified again in 1938 but I

days we played football in our clogs Not that we actually did
any training or had any lectures on how to play. We all lined up;
the 2 best players in the class had alternative turns in selecting a
player until all players were used up as it were. The teams might
be 10 players or 15. No specific positions were ever allocated
except for the unwanted position of goalkeeper. That position
always went to the last selected most incompetent player. That
person was always me and you know what, as it was always my
turn, thus in this small area of expertise I excelled to such an extent that I became one of the first selected players.
There was no real method in the way the games were played,
there was no formation to think of or position held. We played
what was described as “kick and rush”. The goal keeper would
kick the ball as far as he could, everyone would rush after it and
kick it forward and everyone would rush after it again and before you knew where you were a goal was scored. It could be
pretty frightening for the goalkeeper when the kick and rush
mob came bearing down at you, half of them with their clogs
on.
It is hard to believe that now as a nation the Dutch have been
close to the top for at least the last 20 years . Although now that I

have no memory of that occasion. Perhaps they recycled the
song then and I am confusing the two events.
The local senior teams in both Koedijk and later in Schoorl
played at a reasonable high level but there was never any interest in developing or coaching junior players. I remember when
the local team actually appointed a coach we all went along to
the first training session with hope in our eyes but were sneeringly
told by the great man that he did not coach juniors. I was so
ashamed, you see he was a cousin of my dad by the name of
Gerrit Hartland.
The footballers in Koedijk were always at a disadvantage as their
dressing rooms were on the other side of that un-sewered ditch
called the Achtersloot so that they had to take a punt across to
be able to line up at the start.
However the one day of glory arrived for our school when we
were invited to play in an organised Juniors day in the city of Alkmaar where the teams were selected into groups of 4 and with
whom we played a round robin tournament which we won The
prize was a little lapel stick-on pin for each member of the team.
A pin which I treasured for many years but lost eventually.
You see I kept out the penalty that might have cost us the game

think about it they did qualify for the 1934 world cup finals A
great source of pride with a special composed football song
played incessantly on the radio. I remember the song starting
with we are going to Rome We are going to Rome. Actually they
did not get to Rome as they were beaten by Switzerland 3-2 in
19

De Boerderij Sketch actual size 38 x 20. Watercolour with some pencil
This is a typical example of the traditional West Friesian farm house based on a square with living quarters along one side,
cattle along the second side, horses on the third side, and equipment storage completes the square. The middle was
made up with an enormous hay storage area.
Roofs were reed thatched sometimes with decorative roof tiles along the front.
There we were all under one roof nice and warm in winter with the hay prone to spontaneous combustion. When they
burned they burned well
This particular example has a second storage shed attached for more cattle and more hay.
20

My goats and the train
When I was nine my family moved from Koedijk the village I
was born to the village of Schoorldam where my uncle
who was a carpenter built us a new house close to the canal. There my father had easy access to his fishing boat
without having to cross the road as he had to where we
lived in Koedijk.

dens of our neighbours where the goats could be found enjoying
their freedom and the various food varieties they could scrounge.
At night the small herd had to be taken inside, milked, and cared
for. It was surprising that I had time to go to school at all. They were
a burden but I loved them dearly. I was devastated when they
were taken away and slaughtered during the year of the famine.
Even now I can still see their faces.

The new house had a large garden where we grew vegetables and planted some fruit trees. We also acquired a
small herd of goats of which I was put in charge.
In the morning the goats were taken for grazing to a nearby railway embankment where they were tethered on
long thin chains allowing them plenty of room to move
about. When the little steam train arrived 2 or 3 times a
day the goats became quite agitated and there was one
particularly aggressive one who once or twice stood between the rails challenging the locomotive. Fortunately
those were gentler times and the train driver stopped and
blew his whistle until the goat retreated. However this goat
and the other ones frequently retreated to the other side
of the rails leaving their chains across the track which were
then cut by the locomotive which in turn freed the goats.
Even now I am still not sure wether this was a deliberate
ploy by by them so they would have the opportunity to
roam free and roam free they did.
When I came home from school it was my job to collect
the animals from various parts of the village and the gar21

Schoorldam our house
This photo of me not quite in front of our house must have been taken shortly after
the war
The house has been repaired, the anti aircraft gun has been removed, [although
the excavations for the gun pit can still been seen] I am wearing an American army jacket picked up second-hand somewhere.
In the background the spoorbrug opens to let a ship through.
War is over

Schoorldam Steenfabriek
This brick making factory I suppose was Schooldam's response to the industrial revolution. It produced sand lime bricks using the sand from the nearby dunes. It was
very local affair. They blew a very loud whistle in the morning some minutes before
sign-in to give the local workers the chance to get to the place on time. The same
thing happened after lunch.
Over time the lime in the surrounding atmosphere covered the whole factory a
stark white. A most impressive sight when the morning sun lit up the factory against
the often dark skies in the west.

Schoorldam Sluisweg [the lock]
A photo from the time the lock was still operable. It provided the only way from the
low lying polders to the canal. It was exiting to be allowed to help with the opening
and closing of the gates. As children we passed through here when my dad wanted to move his boat from the back of our house in Koedijk to the front, which was
just about a day’s journey.
The lock has gone and the area is now wasteland.
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De Sluisweg. Schoorldam Sketch actual size 38 x 20. Watercolour with black ink
This is the small square in front of the lock that took boats from the polders to the canal. There was a fair bit of difference between the water levels in the polders and the canal. The water level in the canal must have been approximately at sea level
but the polders were at least metre lower. After I moved to Schoorldam I often played there with the group of bandits that inhabited Schoorldam. Note the absence of any safety railings. Cannot remember anybody ever falling in . Today the lock has
disappeared and there is no way to get your boat out from the polder. Verkaveling has put a stop to that.
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Sluisweg version 2
Actual size 31 x 22. Water colour with coloured pencil [unsigned]
This is the closest thing Schoorldam had to an enclosed village street. With the lock on the left and the curved street linking the lock
square to the canal. Most streets I knew up till then just disappeared into infinity. It was only later at college that I learned about
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Sluisweg version 3
Actual size 33 x 21 watercolour with black ink.
looking north along the Westfriese dijk
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The religious divide

she could have been thinking of

The eighty years war in the low countries was not only fought

For some reason there was no divide in the trade school I went to

on imperial grounds but also and possibly largely on religious

after the war and catholics, protestants, and unbelievers mixed

grounds due to the reformation by Luther, Calvin, and any-

quite amiably but of course in those days there were no girls learn-

one else looking to make a name for himself. It was fought

ing a trade.

with unbelievable cruelty and ferocity from both sides and

Families in Koedijk and Wamenhuizen were often large, really large

when it was finally over, it left the seven provinces largely

and it was not unusual for couples to have 16 or even 20 children.

divided with a catholic majority in the south and a

Birth control I suppose was unheard of although I personally sus-

protestant majority in the north and that is how it remained

pected that the religious leaders from both sides of the fence were

until today.

encouraging large families as they were trying to outbreed each

And so it was in West Friesland . Koedijk where I was born

other to get majority control.

was a protestant village and Warmenhuizen the next village

It is not surprising that Netherland is now the most densely populat-

up the line a catholic one. The dividing line being

ed country in the world.

Schoorldam As there were no churches in Schoorldam on

My dad had a favourite story whereby a father of a very large fam-

the Sundays the Protestants trotted off to Schoorl or Koedijk

ily was left with the children one night when his wife had to go to

and the Catholics to Warmenhuizen; leaving me in charge

choir practice. He put them all to bed told them to go to sleep. But

for the day.

there was one who would not stop crying. Threatening the kid with

Divisions then were unbelievably complete The Catholics

violence unless he shut up one of the others told him:

had separate schools, separate banks, separate football

“Dad he is not one of us”.

clubs, and separate friendships. So my early attempts get-

My dad must have thought it funny as he told it to me more than

ting to know the local girls were almost totally unsuccessful

once.

as the catholic girls would not talk to me because they
thought I was a protestant and the protestant girls would

I was told once that Catholic churches had a cross on top of the

not talk to me because they knew I was an unbeliever. It

bell tower and protestant churches had a rooster on top. I don’t

sure narrowed the field. I do remember getting quite friendly

know how true this is, but I do know that the church in Koedijk had

with an attractive girl who took me to meet her family and

a cow on top of the bell tower. Nice touch that

when we arrived at her house they were all lined up [all 15
of them] and saw me off the premises. I don’t know what
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The War remembered part 1

was moved to a more strategic location somewhere in

I was just nine years old when the war came to our village in the north of Hol-

Germany, possibly near Berlin, which allowed us to

land in May 1940 and I clearly remember the victorious invading German ar-

move back whence we had come.

my on motorbikes, in trucks, and on bicycles, streaming past on their way to

Meanwhile via the mysterious communication chain

the capital. Fast they were but not fast enough to catch our Royal Family who

that existed at that time the allied force was not told

managed to escape to Great Britain for a better life and to fight another day.

that the gun had been moved or that we had moved

The occupation had an immediate impact on our family as the invaders for

back into our house and a modest aeroplane was sent

reasons best known to themselves decided to install a big monster of an anti-

over to drop a bomb on our house which fortunately

aircraft gun right at the backdoor of our house. Consequently we had to

missed by a small margin but came close enough to

move not in the manner of the Royal Family to a friendly country but down

take the roof away and made us move back to the

the road to an unoccupied farmhouse, fortunately rather close to the canal

house with the sign on the gate. I wondered at the time

where my father earned his living as a fisherman.

whether it might have been some obscure message

The owner of this farm house still used the land that came with the property

from some malicious supernatural power, set out to pun-

where he kept a pair of very unpleasant horses, but he no longer lived at the

ish an unbeliever, a power I had not taken into account

house. I cannot remember him all that clearly but he must have been a

when I became an atheist.

staunch member of the Dutch Reformed Church as when we moved in he
had a sign painted on our gate saying [in Dutch of course] “Dear God bring
peace to this land again”.
I suppose the sign was there to remind his God that there was work to be
done to counteract the statement on the German soldier belts which said [in
German of course] ‘God is with us’.
The sign on the gate however had an effect not foreseen by the landlord. It
made every passing cyclist laugh and people stopped their bicycles to take
in the sign. It was an embarrassment to me as I hated being laughed at but
the rest of the family did not seem to care all that much. I suppose it was a
double dip for me as I had been an atheist since the age of four, possibly five
when I first realised Saint Nicholas was the neighbour from down the road. After a year or so the defenders of our coast decided that the anti-aircraft gun
at the backdoor of our house was not really where they wanted it to be and it
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On the left is the house with the sign on the gate. Just beyond
the house the tram crossed the road on an acute angle. In
the back ground is Schoorldam.
The sign on the gate actually read in Dutch of course:

Geef Heer vrede weer

The war remembered part 3

disposable fuel tanks which the dropped off when they engaged in combat. They were an object of desire for my dad. He
had an ancient single cylinder engine [no reverse] in his boat,
for he was unable to buy fuel and quite often the tanks that littered the country side had some, sometimes a lot, of aviation
fuel left in it. And boy did this high octane stuff make his boat
go! Sadly the occupiers also collected the fuel and turned nasty
when we got there before they did.
But the most terrifying thing was being attacked or feared of being attacked by fighter aircraft.
Towards the end of the war marauding fighter aircraft could attack even the smallest vessel on the canal particularly after the
allied battle of Arnhem in September 44. Trains were of course
favourite targets and were attacked well before the ill-fated railway strike of 1944.
As I travelled by local steam tram to and from home in my first
year in high school I was in constant panic mode on the train
ready to leap into the canal at even the distant sound of an
aeroplane.
Fortunately Bello was never attacked but I was certainly relieved
when they closed down the schools and I could stay home. Relieved only to a certain extent as I was now free, my dad took
me with him on his fishing trips and out there on the canal the
danger was just as great.

The thing that I remember most about the war years of 1939 to
1945 was the constant fear I lived under almost from day one. This
was no doubt due to the fact that I was a coward and was trying
to hide that very point from my family and school friends. I was 9
years old when the war started, and still only 14 when it finished,
but during these 6 years the fear of getting killed was always
there, sometimes in the back ground sometimes right out in the
open.
First there were the occupying troops with their menacing black
boots and their evil looking helmets marching up and down the
roads that once had been so peaceful. Even the songs they sang
as they marched sounded menacing.
They terrified me.
Then as the occupation dragged on and resistance groups
sprang up I became somehow involved with taking and receiving
messages for the communist underground and with the distribution of their illegal newssheets. The paper was called ‘De Waarheid’ [the truth] The distribution was done in the evening just before the curfew. It added spice to being a paperboy to some of
my friends but to me it was an ordeal almost every time I went out.
One of the more disconcerting things that happened as the war
progressed was that things kept falling out of the sky. First there
were the spent cartridges spewed out by fighter aircraft in combat, then as the air war progressed bunches of silver paper were
dropped by the allied passing aircraft during the night. We as children used to collect them [as we did the cartridges] but what
were they for? Then a more explicable thing occurred, when the
allies developed a fighter plane that could accompany and protect the bombers as they crossed the coast they were issued with
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The war remembered Part 2

This huge explosion took the roof away and left me looking at

In 1943 the air war against German cities really took off with
American daylight raids and British attacks at night. As a child
of 13 it seemed to me that every single aeroplane the allies
could put into the air flew directly over our house on their way
to Hamburg, Berlin, Bremen, or Hanover to sow death and destruction amongst the poor sods that lived at the end destination.
This theory of mine was heavily disputed by my fellow school
mates who strongly believed that every allied plane flew directly over their houses and on reflection we may all have
been right as the flight corridor of the numerous aircraft formations must have been kilometres wide.
The over flights started on good days at 9 or 10 in the morning
with American B17 flying fortresses, finishing at about 12 at
which stage the first groups started to return and then followed the stragglers damaged by the defences desperately
trying to get home. Then in the evening at dusk the night
bombers started to come over with the same pattern appearing. It was those stragglers in the afternoon and early morning
that were the most terrifying. They would often just simply
crash, or jettison their bombs, or be shot down by night fighters for which they were easy picking.
I was so traumatised by this continuous ordeal that, one night
when a bomb from one of those stragglers was dropped right
beside our house, I was not even surprised or terrified. I think I
must have been expecting it.
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the stars. It also pushed the front door to the top of the stairs so
that when I made my way down I stepped on the door which
took me all the way to the passage at ground floor level, a
scene Oliver Hardy would have been proud of. I remember my
mother and father who slept downstairs, asking me if I was alright and I being unable to know even where to begin. Naturally all this taking place in the pitch blackness of the night.
In the morning when dawn arrived, we finally were able to survey the broken windows, the shattered roof tiles, and the displaced front door, and admire the huge hole in the ground
that was left on the other side of the canal.
During

the day and the following weeks we became the cen-

tre of the attention of neighbours and ghouls which my father
had difficulty keeping from wandering in through the now defunct front entry.
This and subsequent attacks by fighter aircraft on the nearby
bridge and the ships that sailed on the canal, left me in a state
of cold hatred for the invaders of my country and for those
who were trying to liberate us. It was only years later, long after
the war, when I saw the senseless devastation to places like
Hamburg, Hannover, and Dresden that I could feel compassion and sorrow for the German people who had suffered this
terrible ordeal

The war comes to Schoorldam
The little newspaper article on the left tells us about the first attack on the
spoorbrug that lay a little beyond our house possibly 200 or 300 metres further South. It was a scary moment as I was in our living room watching the
plane coming over and releasing the bomb. It seemed to drop so calmly
gathering speed and ending in a terrifying explosion missing the bridge, but
destroying the house of the bridge operator and shattering the window of
our room. Everyone in the village rushed outside to see what had happened except me, I was too scared.
The second time the bridge was attacked was later in the war when 3 or
possibly 4 Spitfire fighter aircraft wheeled around our house firing at the
bridge and the shipping that was tied up near it. I did not see all that much
of it as I dived under the bed and stayed there until they were well and truly gone. When we came out we saw that they had sunk a cement laden
barge and shot up a small vessel on the canal killing the skipper's mate.
Practically no damage to the bridge.
I described the third attack in Schoorldam in my story “The war remembered part 2“ I think now that this last attack was an accident not an attack on the bridge, but at the time I thought it a deliberate attempt to kill
me and my family, and who can tell.
The bridge and the rail line are now gone and replaced with more auto
friendly structures.
Returning to Schoorldam in 2014 and stopping at the house where I lived it
was sad for me to find no trace of the rail line, no trace of the bridge, and
when I walked around to the Sluisweg no trace of the lock that I described
on page 21
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War’s end
And suddenly the 4 horsemen of the apocalypse went on the
retreat:
war was over
Pestilence in the form of scabies, lice and other unpleasant skin
affections affected the whole village
Famine retreated from the towns and villages with the dropping
of aerial emergency food supplies and
Death came to Hitler and Eva Braun in a bunker in Berlin.
Our Majesties returned from the safety of Canada and told us
what to do next and celebrations of our freedom broke out everywhere.
There were some nasty instances of revenge with the shaving of
the heads of the poor girls who had been involved with German
soldiers, or horror of horrors, with those unfortunate prisoner of
war troops from Turkestan [or was that Afghanistan].
The liberating troops were all from Canada and gave us cigarettes and sweets and went chasing the very same girls that had
had their hair cut off.
For awhile there was no public transport and when the schools
restarted I went to trade school on foot [10 km] or hitched a ride
on the few trucks that plied up and down the road between Alkmaar and Schoorldam.
There were only very few bicycles about, most of them having
been stolen by the retreating occupying troops, and most of the
ones left behind had no tyres.
New bikes slowly became again available and you needed a
permit to be able to buy one.
It was a day of great pride when my permit arrived and I could
collect my bike. It was black and heavy, without gears and without a light. It served me well for many years even taking me on a
cycling tour of Belgium and the Ardennes [still without gears]
with a friend from college .

Het vieren van onze vrijheid
De vijfde mei werd ingesteld als bevrijdingsdag. Ik hou van
deze foto, van de bijdrage aan dit feest door de meisjes van
Schoorldam. Ik weet niet waarom ze allemaal zo dicht op
elkaar zitten, maar ze lijken het serieus te nemen. Ik zou op zijn
minst enkele van hen moeten herkennen want ze waren
ongeveer van mijn leeftijd, maar mijn geheugen faalt. Er
bestaat een volksliedje, waarvan een van de coupletten luidt:
“Ik heb mijn wagen volgeladen vol met jonge meisjes. Toen we
op de markt kwamen zongen zij als sijsjes.”
Misschien willen zij ons dát vertellen?
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De Grebmolen
Sketch actual size 38 x
20. Watercolour with
some pencil
This watermill was built
when the polder was
first developed. The mill
and the adjacent
house stood out clearly
for miles in the low and
flat country side. It became known after the
war that the mill and
the house sheltered refugees hiding from the
occupiers and the local
traitors, [talking about
hiding in the open]. The
mill still stands and I believe has been restored

The photos below have
provided the historical
information for the watercolour above
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The memory of Zijpersluis will
always be coloured by the
dreadful and senseless murder of 10 hostages by the occupying troops in the last few
days of the war. Hearing
about it then and remembering it now brings back the terror of those days
The monument erected after
the war for the 10 victims

Zijpersluis.
Sketch Actual size 38 x 25 Watercolour with ink and pastel highlights
This hamlet with the lock to the Grote Sloot is now as it was then when I went there as a boy My father who was a fisherman had commercial fishing rights on het Noordhollandse Kanaal stretching
from the city of Alkmaar to this place Zijpersluis. Contemporary information this sketch is based on
shows that the place has remained much as it was some 60 years ago. A pleasant surprise in a
world bent on destruction
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Watermolen Zuider G Sketch actual size 38 x 22 Watercolour reinforced with pastel
This watermolen stands at de Grote Sloot. It was much shabbier the way I remember it as it has obviously been
restored as a museum piece. The polders in this area are quite fascinating with the old dykes crisscrossing the
area after the creation of the Zijpe polder from before the construction of the present ‘Hondsbosse zeewering’. I never quite appreciated this as a youngster. This watermolen is one of the most elegant I have come
across. The sketch was produced from a contemporary image
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De opleiding van een dorpsjongen.
Toen ik 6 jaar oud was, ging ik voor het eerst naar school. Dat was
op het hoogtepunt van de depressie en het was zowel voor de
stedelingen als voor de plattelanders een moeilijke tijd. Dit werd
door ons kinderen niet zo gemerkt, alhoewel ik me herinner dat we
ontzettend veel aardappels aten, met of zonder vis, maar net wat
er was. De school waar ik op zat had gecombineerde klassen, klas
1 en klas 2 kregen les van een ongehuwde onderwijzeres, die ik mij
herinner als een prachtige vrouw, een lid van de middenklasse. Zij
sprak met het accent van de middenklasse, dat onbegrijpelijk was
voor ons kinderen, die weer een dialect spraken dat niet te
verstaan was door de onderwijzeres en de rest van de wereld. Ik
had ook nog het ongeluk dat ik linkshandig was. Toen ik leerde
schrijven moest ik mijn linkerhand achter mijn rug houden en
schrijven met mijn rechterhand. Het duurde jaren voor ik of iemand
anders mijn schrijfsels kon ontcijferen. Echter, ondanks deze
moeilijkheden werd ik de beste van de klas in die eerste twee jaar.
Je kan zeggen dat het nogal makkelijk is de beste te worden van
zo’n 20 plattelandskinderen en dat kan best het geval zijn. Ik had in
ieder geval meer moeite toen ik naar het vervolgonderwijs ging in
de nabij gelegen stad, waar veel scholieren en leraren waren voor
ieder vak. Mijn Westfries accent maakte mij tot een mikpunt van
spot van de leraren en klasgenoten en ik had moeite met de
vreemde talen en wiskunde. Daar komt nog bij dat de school het
laatste jaar van de oorlog gesloten werd, wat ook niet echt
bijdroeg tot mijn educatie.
Toen de oorlog voorbij was en de lessen weer een aanvang
namen, besloten mijn ouders mij in plaats daarvan naar de
ambachtsschool te sturen, dan kon ik timmerman worden, net als
mijn oom. En toen begreep ik ineens wel wiskunde, wat mij het
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zetje gaf tot de studie architectuur.
Het was op een bepaalde manier grappig dat, toen ik na
mijn emigratie naar Australie zo’n 60 jaar later terugkeerde
naar West-Friesland, ik bewonderd werd voor mijn Algemeen
Beschaafd Nederlands zoals dat door de middenklasse werd
gesproken. Ik was zo blij te merken dat ik het eindelijk
gemaakt had in de middenklasse! Hoewel ik nog steeds
uitgesproken linkshandig ben, evenals een paar van mijn
kleinkinderen.

Below
A 2014 shot of the new bridge in Schoorldam taken from
where our house was. It is certainly a dominating feature

Alkmaar
It was the city of Alkmaar in 1573 which first withstood the siege of the Spanish imperial forces during the 80 years war in the low countries. After the atrocities committed when Haarlem fell to the invaders there was really no choice but to close
the gates and fight it out. The siege started in early August and the Spanish troops
withdrew on October 8. It was then that the city received permission to cut the
dykes of the surrounding polders leaving the Spaniards in a mud pool. Why the defenders needed permission for this logical step is somewhat obscure.
October 8 is now a day of celebration with the slogan Van Alkmaar de Victorie
Today Alkmaar is mega city that has swallowed up many of the surrounding villages I knew as a child and a teenager. amongst them the village of my birth Koedijk.
Returning to the area in 2014 and seeing the destruction of the landscape was a
traumatic experience.
Wandering about in the historic centre of the town you would never know it.

Top left.
The timber green painted house is the house with the cannon ball conveniently
stuck in the wall since 1573. It was there when we visited as children, it is there now,
and presumably it was there in 1573.
Lovely drawbridge
Bottom left
A view of the Waag from down the canal. If you think away the cars and the rubbish bins it could be 1603 the year the building was completed
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Alkmaar
When I went to trade
school in Alkmaar immediately after the war
we often went to Waag
plein during lunch time
recesses. As my friends
hung around looking at
the girls I spent time admiring the buildings on
the square. This building
gave me the desire to
become an architect
which I only achieved
much later on the other
side of the world

Below
How Tourist friendly is that.
What if it rains

De Waag Alkmaar
Actual size 37 x 23 Watercolour with pencil and pastel
De Waag is a fine example of Dutch renaissance. These days the building and the old city of Alkmaar is just tourist traps but it has encouraged the preservation of many of these fine buildings
The sketch has been deliberately left unfinished and is based on contemporary information.
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Groeter watermolen
Sketch actual size 38 x 21 watercolour with pencil.
I have no clear recollection of seeing this watermolen, although I knew the area well, and was always interested in the
windmills of our province, even as a child.
The information about the mill tells us it was working up to 1977 and is still functional now.
The sketch is based on contemporary information provided on the windmills of Noord Holland website
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The Dunes Actual size 30 x 23 Watercolour with coloured pencil
These next 3 pages are a kind of homage to the coastal dunes of Noord Holland as I remembered
them. I noticed during my recent visit the enormous amount of conservation work that has taken
place. However it was not what it was when I was a child. In those days you were free to wander
through the low hills and along the sandy tracks. The war changed all that when our occupiers started to lay mines, build bunkers, and tank traps, making it in a sort of poor man's Atlantic wall
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The wreck Actual size 34 x 23 watercolour. The sketch is unsigned
The King George cruiser was stranded on Camperduin Beach in 1922. it was gradually demolished and/or torn apart
until it looked this way. I could never quite work out how far it was offshore, sometimes it seemed closer than at other
times. People used to swim out to it but I never did. A friend of mine drowned swimming to it.
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Groet the Dunes
sketch actual size 36 x 25 watercolour with pencil
As a child I used to love our rare visits to the dunes and the beach. The dunes were something special for
someone who came from the canals and the polders. This picture gives you a glimpse of the low country
beyond
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Strawberry patch
Sketch actual size 37 x 22 watercolour with pencil
The subject of the sketch was in Hargen a village close to the dunes and the coast. This place could be reached by
boat from het Noordhollandse kanaal. My father sometimes took us there on Sundays in his fishing boat to go to the
seaside beach at Camperduin. The area with its sandy soil was very suitable for growing strawberries. The sketch is
based on an historical image
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Hargen
Sketch actual size 34.5 x 24 Watercolour with black ink.
This is the second version of the same scene but further away. Not sure whether it is any better than the previous one. The
house sits uncomfortably in the landscape
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Kijkduin graanmolen
sketch actual size 38 x 23 watercolour with pencil
This is the mill I remember best. It stood almost right beside the primary school I attended in Schoorl. The
school is no longer there but the windmill has been restored and is functional.
It is funny that although most clearly remembered it is also the worst sketch in this small collection.
The sketch is based on contemporary information .
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Map of the province
The map on the left is a Michelin map of the area I
have been talking about on all these previous pages.
Alkmaar is shown and it is indicated how the city has
swallowed up the villages I knew as a child.
Oudorp, St Pancras. Langedijk, Koedijk .
All the places I have talked about are there
Camperduin where the wreck is
Schoorl where the primary school was,
Schoorldam with the bridge and our house
Warmenhuizen with the catholic churches.
Groet with the dunes
And of course Koedijk where I was born.
Het Noordzee Kanaal from Alkmaar as it winds its way
through the city past Koedijk towards Den Helder and
out to the sea.
The windmills that I painted are all shown
Although the colouring is a bit over-enthusiastic, it
gives you a great view of the places we now know
better after reading “Life below sea level”
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