
Growing up in Holland.

When I was six, the first world war started. ~e lived in a fa rmhouse near the port
of Ymuiden,the port which gives access to Amsterdam via the Noord zee canal. My father,

a captain of the Ditch navy,commanded this port soon after the wa, broke out.It meant that he of
ten wasn't home ;and I remember missing him,and sitting on my mother s knee npar the window.

My mother would point to the long white sweeps of the lighthouse beam which travelled over \i
our house at regular intervals.

"Tha t is Father's greeting to you," she said. "He is telling us that he is looking after us
and that there is nothing to fear."

This did not seem at all strange to me,for my father was like a god.He was not a tall man,
though he had very broad shoulders,but to 8 child he conveyed immense power. Few children

can have as vivid a picture of their father at an early age as I had. Usually it is the mother

who stands out. But my earliest memories are shot through with the power and splendoutjr of

my father.He was a remarkable man and his memory is now revered in the navy.Many are the sto'i

stories he told us which pointed up his character for us,and always he was heroic,darin g,hoJe
fearless.Once I asked him how he Eould be so brave.

"I'm not brave," he said thoughtfully. "I just never believed that anuthing could

go wrong." That was my father,and that made us children trust him so,and gave us such

a sense of security in an otherwise changeable and hap-hazard existence.

He was born in a little village in the North of Holland called Lisse.His father

was a notary and a very stiff man who did not communicate with his children except to spank

them when they transgressed. He had nine,five girls and four boys. The gitls were pretty and c)

vel',the boys had genius.My father's brother Willem became a doctor who would have gone far
if he had not had an uncommodating and caustic tongue.Dirk became a notary too,J we t t avelli

and my father joined the navy. I think it was partly because he hated his boardingschool and
escaped so often they saent him t~ the naval institute instead. He hated that too,but he did no

get a chance torun away. Father was a rebel all his life. His great feat during manoeuvres in th

port of den Helder almost cost him his career. These were annual manoouvres in which fledgeling
officers played a war game. Den Helder is at the most Notrthern tipaf Holland,where there

are many sandbanks. The game was for the "enemy" ship to try to get past the searchlights

and the "Dutch" ships and reach the port.My father was angry because there was no chance

ever for the enemy ship to win. The searchlight picked out everything in the navigable

waters,no ship could get through.My father was determined to get through when it was

his turn to be enemy. He searched among the waters considered not navigable and hence
left in the dark.He found astretch of ,,-ateI'which he thought might be deep enough to let

his destroyer through. He plumbed it and it just about fitted,with not an inch to spare.

He took the terrible risk of bringing the destroyer through this narrow inlet, plumbing
all the time. If he had stuck the valuable ship in a sandbank it would have meant dis­

grace,and he knew it.But his valculations were correct,they just made it and it was the

first tim~ an "enemy" ship had won the manoeuvres. The whole town of den Helder was full

of father s praise. Mother,then ~ young girl,was staying with her married sister.Her bro­
ther in law was also a naval officer. It was then,I think,she first fell in love with him.

Another story we loved to hear as shildren was how he won the little silver milk and sugar

set whivh always stood on our si eboard.He was going to go to the races on a lake in the

middle of Hollans and decided to sail there from den Helder along the North sea coastline,ent
ering qy Ymuiden and so,qy imland waters to the lake in question. Unfortunately ,soon after he se

out on his slender sailing ship a storm set up. Some of the tackle snapped so h e could not reef

the sails and the little ship flew with dizzying speed over the waves,held firm ~ the
immense muscle power of my father. He had one sailor with him. "Can you swim?" he asked

the man."Like a brick," grinned the sailor. He had,as usual,complete faith in my fathero
My father said that his life was saved that time qy the fact that he couldn't reef his sails.

"We went faster than the waves," he said. "If one of the waves had caught up wiyh us as w

shot into the harbour of Ymuiden we'd nhave been dobe foro ••they wdre mountanous.But

we were well ahead. The people in Ymuiden could not b lieve it. "You come from the wrong directi
they said. You CANNOT have come from the sea."

Well,the next day the wind had abated but all the sailboats had partly reefed sails

except my father's So he won that race with ease.



He and his brothers were rebels already in childhood. They were senr home from Sunday

sClool Gith a polite note from their Calvinist minister."They are very well behaved," wrote

the minister"But I&i rather they stayed away. They ask too many questions." I think that was

the beginning of my father's atheism.My grand mother had implicit belief in my father's honest
If villagers came to her to complain that their windows had been broken qy his sling

shot she would only pay for the damage if my father admitted to having been the culprit.

If he said he had not done it,there was nothing to be got out of my grandmother,who would

say proudly:"My son does not lie."

He was always inventing things. He made a sailwagon out of an old buggy. He had anchored

it in a field(He'd scared the horses with it letting it run on the roads,so he was only

allowed to run it in the fields)His little sister was sitting in it and he was just

on his way to it when a gu t of wind pulled up the anchor and the wagon went off at

a dizzying pace with thelittle terrified sister in it and straight towards the deep

ditch at the edge of the field. My father often tolf hs how scared he was and how never in

his life did he ever run so fast as that time. He managed to catch hold of the wagon just
before it shot into the ditch.

Another time he decided to climb the tower of the church in his village. Dutch history

books record this feat as done by every dutvh bou's hero:~ichiel de Ruyter.So he wanted

to try it too. People in the square saw him and almost fainted withfright ,but he remem­

bered with tenderness two old ladies who held up their aprons to catch him if he should f
fall.

All these stories gave us children the idea that it was something rather splendid

to take risks and defy authority. It was a painful lesson later to find! that this is

not the generally accepted view,especially not in Holland.
But to go ba.ck to the world war,it was this splendid father in his beautiful uniform

fu 1 of goldbraid and epaulettes like the golden curls of a little girl,that we missed

as he stayed in Ymuiden port to look after the shipwrecks near our coast caused qy the
mines and underseaboats of the Germans.

Holland was neutral,but as a seafaring nation it deplored the German method of sea

warfare which my fat yer dubbed unchivalrous.

"Sailors don't fight people, they fight ships." he said. "Not to pi-u:kup survivors

is crimin 1." But of course the underseaboats had no way of picking up so many survivors.

It was a new way of fighting. The dutch had become anti English duri ng the Boer war

but this submarine warfare made them for the English again.
We had rented the larger half of a farmhouse .•The other half w as occupied qy

the actual farmer.Our playroom had been the stable and was next door to the actual

stable. We could hear the animals snorting and stamping and rattlin~ chains at the oth

side of the wall.I~ had Brench doors leading to the garden,and it looked out on the dunes

Every night the sun sank behind the dunes with beautiful colors and then mother sang
a dutch song about parting with the sun. There was a pond there too,where we skated in w

winter,but mother had put a gate around it to safeguard little Jan,our baby. She was

wise. The neighbors lost their youngest who fell in and drowned there.

There was a field with cattle behind the pond anda Zeppelin once fell in

that field and lay there,11ke an enormous whale,while the occupants wdre brought away t
be interned.

Every day there were stories in the paper about death and destruction and my mother

would weep, but my father was full of ingenious plans, He said we should not remain

neutral after Germany ~d attacked Belgium,our sister country. Countries also had to

think of other countries and not only themselves. Chivalry existed also among countries
Only where there was solidarity could there be peaceoBut the queen did not agree

and used considerable statesmanship to remain neutral. I often thought of those words of

my father during world war two,whi-u:hhe did not live to see.I saw then that he was rig
At the time I was glad we were not in the war. I was scared anyway. I could

not understand ho soldiers could come and kill you. I often thought that if ~ met them

and said"But look,.J.am only a little girl. ••and my father and mother are good people
and if they then looked at me,they would not be able to kill me.

My father and mothe r opened their house to the refugees of Antwerp, who poured i

into Holland. My aunt Hilda,in amsterdam,had the job of finding homes and food and

blankets and beds for them. She sent us threehundred. There was no room for us any mo




