
                                  
 

Canadian Journal of Netherlandic Studies 
Revue canadienne d’études néerlandaises 

ISSN 1924-9918 http://www.caans-acaen.ca/journal 

Volume 40. Issue 1 (2020) 
 

 
 

Proceedings 
of the CAANS-ACAÉN annual meeting in Vancouver, 1-2 June 2019 

 
  
 

http://www.caans-acaen.ca/journal


 
 
CANADIAN JOURNAL OF NETHERLANDIC STUDIES 
REVUE CANADIENNE D’ÉTUDES NÉERLANDAISES  
 
Editor: Krystyna Henke (khenke.cjns@gmail.com) 
Editor Emeritus: Basil D. Kingstone 
 
Editorial board: 
Hendrika Beaulieu (University of Lethbridge) 
Ton Broos (University of Michigan) 
Tanja Collet-Najem (University of Windsor) 
Inge Genee (University of Lethbridge) 
Edward Koning (University of Guelph) 
Timothy Nyhof (Winnipeg) 
Hugo de Schepper (Radboud Universiteit Nijmegen) 
 
ISSN 0225-0500 (Volumes 1-31, print and on-line archive) 
ISSN 1924-9918 (Volumes 32-, on-line) 
 
Canadian Journal of Netherlandic Studies / Revue canadienne d’études néerlandaises (CJNS/RCÉN) offers a variety of articles on the 
culture of the Low Countries. 
 
CJNS/RCÉN is published by the Canadian Association for the Advancement of Netherlandic Studies / Association canadienne pour 
l’avancement des études néerlandaises (CAANS-ACAÉN). 
 
CJNS/RCÉN is indexed in: MLA Bibliography; Bibliografie van Nederlandse Taal- en Literatuurwetenschap; Linguistic 
Bibliography/Bibliographie Linguistique; Bibliography of the History of Art; Historical Abstracts; American History and Life. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Cover photo: An aerial view of the UBC campus in Vancouver, British Columbia, by justiceatlast is used under a CC 
BY-SA 2.0 Licence. This image is available from Wikipedia’s page on the University of British Columbia. 
  

mailto:khenke.cjns@gmail.com
https://www.flickr.com/people/42227550@N03/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/University_of_British_Columbia


          Table of contents         
 
From the editor / De la part de la rédaction / Van de redactie        i-ix 
David Smith           1-10 

From wartime Amsterdam to Toronto academe.  
In memoriam Henry Gilius Schogt  

Mary Eggermont-Molenaar       11-20 
In memoriam Eva Biesheuvel-Gütlich 

Michiel Horn         21-27 
Rudy Kousbroek and the Netherlands East Indies 

Irwin Oostindie         29-38 
Van Kijkduinstraat: Reconciling memories of liberation 75 years later 

Basil D. Kingstone         39-58 
Jef Last, a Dutch author in Stalin’s Russia 

Tanja Collet         59-72 
Vossenberg, from Zondereigen to Blenheim and Detroit 

Krystyna Henke         73-85 
Some key issues in post 9/11 journalism in the Netherlands 

  



 

 



 
Can. J. of Netherlandic Studies/Rev. can. d’études néerlandaises 40.1 (2020): i-ix 

From the editor 

Krystyna Henke 

This issue came about at a time of a relatively sudden, yet not wholly unexpected 
pandemic of which the ultimate consequences are as yet unknown. What is known 
is that this disastrous situation requires a general change in social relations, 
something that has already been put in place through emergency measures 
declared by governments all over the world. Universities and scholarly journals, 
too, have been affected. The traditional coming together of scholars at 
conferences to discuss each other’s work seems, at least for the time being, to be 
a thing of the past. While the havoc wrought on society differs from country to 
country, it is clear that both from a health perspective, as well as from an 
economic vantage point the risks are not to be underestimated. 

Even though on the whole it may be difficult to continue our work given 
the current circumstances, especially during a crisis it is desirable that science, 
including the social sciences and humanities, play an active role. After all, 
expertise leads to a better understanding of and approach to the various problems 
that have emerged. Unfortunately, at the moment, colleagues in the Unites States 
are facing an extraordinary anti-intellectual atmosphere, suffering in addition 
other worrisome repressive actions brought on by the current American 
administration, of which students are also a target. Many scholarly organizations 
are expressing their concern, marking the position of the scholar as one who can 
no longer be regarded as apolitical and existing in the bubble of an ivory tower. 
Henry Giroux (2018, 1997), who felt it necessary to leave the United States for 
Canada, has for years been speaking about the significance of the public 
intellectual, one who has the responsibility to educate the public about the way 
in which hegemony is used to oppress the citizenry. Previously, Pierre Bourdieu 
(1998) pointed out the not so innocent connection between knowledge and the 
exploitation of power. Both their work demands from scholars at the very least a 
political awareness, if not total engagement. Injustice, no matter where, thus 
needs to be examined by intellectuals. No doubt, scholars may have widely 
diverging opinions on this. 

In this Proceedings issue, consisting of presentations delivered at the 
annual meeting of the Canadian Association for the Advancement of Netherlandic 
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Studies/Association canadienne pour l’avancement des études néerlandaises 
(CAANS-ACAÉN), which took place at the University of British Columbia in Van-
couver, British Columbia, Canada, on June 1 and 2, 2019, you will also find, aside 
from six of these papers that are included, an article written in memory of the late 
Dr. Henry Schogt, former professor at the University of Toronto. One cannot sum 
up a life by the number of books that a person has written and his influence can 
be said to have reached much beyond that, a legacy that has been beautifully 
articulated by his onetime colleague Dr. David Smith. Another In memoriam article 
is about Eva Biesheuvel-Gütlich. Written by Mary Eggermont-Molenaar, who knew 
her well, it paints a vivid portrait of someone who would constantly get involved, 
inspiring others to do the same, on behalf of those who needed some help. Her 
spouse, the writer Maarten Biesheuvel, was a major beneficiary of her attention 
and until the very end he owed much of his success to her. 

Other articles focus, among others, on the writer Rudy Kousbroek and his 
critical stance towards the Netherlands, a country in which, having grown up in 
the former Dutch East Indies, he would never really feel at home. The multimedia 
project Van Kijkduinstraat is similarly being discussed here in this issue, high-
lighting memories of the war and the question of resistance. In addition, Editor 
Emeritus Basil Kingstone offers readers selected English language excerpts from 
his French translation of a work by the Dutch writer Jef Last in which the latter 
describes his trip with celebrated French author André Gide to the Soviet Union in 
1936, during Stalin’s regime. Yet another article describes the important influence 
of Father Ladislas Segers on the Flemish nationalist movement, which was 
nurtured by Flemish immigrants on North American soil. An article about contem-
porary journalism in the Netherlands concludes this issue of Canadian Journal of 
Netherlandic Studies/Revue canadienne d’études néerlandaises. 

I owe much thanks to former Editor-in-Chief Dr. Inge Genee for her enor-
mous and continued support in the production of this issue. I am also very grateful 
to Dr. Tanja Collet for her translation into French. Finally, I would like to thank the 
members of the editorial board for their help in assessing the submitted papers. 
Dr. Christine Sellin, who is stepping down due to family circumstances, deserves 
my appreciation for her years of service to the editorial board. Taking her place is 
Dr. Edward A. Koning, associate professor in political science at the University of 
Guelph, Ontario, Canada, to whom I extend a warm welcome. 

Toronto, June 2020 
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De la part de la rédaction 

Krystyna Henke 

Ce numéro a été élaboré au moment d’une pandémie qui, même si elle ne fût pas 
totalement inattendue, s’est tout de même déclarée de manière plus ou moins 
abrupte. Les conséquences finales de cette situation inédite demeurent, 
d’ailleurs, inconnues jusqu’à ce jour. Ce que l’on sait pour l’instant est que ce 
désastre requiert d’importants changements de comportement sur le plan social, 
changements dont la mise en place a déjà été assurée par le biais de mesures 
d’urgence prises par des gouvernements partout à travers le monde. Les 
universités et les revues savantes sont également touchées. Les classiques 
rassemblements de chercheurs scientifiques participant à des congrès afin de 
pouvoir échanger des idées avec des collègues semblent, du moins pour le 
moment, être choses du passé. Et alors que les ravages sociaux causés par la 
pandémie diffèrent d’un pays à l’autre, il est clair que les risques non seulement 
au point de vue de la santé publique mais aussi de l’économie ne doivent pas être 
sous-estimés. 

Même s’il peut être en général assez difficile pour la communauté 
scientifique de poursuivre son travail dans la situation présente, il est non moins 
vrai qu’il est particulièrement important, surtout en temps de crise, que les 
sciences, y compris les sciences humaines et sociales, demeurent engagées. C’est 
le savoir spécialisé, après tout, qui mènera à une meilleure compréhension des 
différents problèmes posés par la pandémie et qui permettra ainsi de trouver des 
solutions plus adaptées. Malheureusement, en ce moment, aux États-Unis, nos 
collègues-chercheurs se trouvent confrontés à une atmosphère particulièrement 
anti-intellectuelle et ils y sont, de plus, la victime d’actes de répression plutôt 
troublants de la part de la présente administration américaine, actes qui ciblent 
également les étudiants. Plusieurs sociétés savantes ont exprimé leur inquiétude 
face à cette situation, signalant ainsi que le chercheur ne peut plus désormais agir 
en scientifique apolitique évoluant dans la sécurité de sa tour d’ivoire. Henry 
Giroux (2018, 1997), qui a d’ailleurs quitté les États-Unis pour le Canada, souligne 
depuis bien des années l’importance pour la société de l’intellectuel engagé, c’est-
à-dire de l’intellectuel qui a la responsabilité d’éduquer le public au sujet des 
dangers de l’hégémonie et des façons dont celle-ci est manipulée pour opprimer 
les citoyens. Avant, Pierre Bourdieu (1998) avait déjà identifié le rapport peu 
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innocent liant savoir et pouvoir. Les écrits de ces deux auteurs veulent voir chez 
le chercheur si ce n’est un engagement total au moins une prise de conscience 
politique. L’injustice, où qu’elle soit perpétrée, doit donc faire l’objet des 
réflexions des intellectuels. Il va sans dire, cependant, que les opinions des 
scientifiques divergent considérablement à ce sujet. 

Dans ces Actes, comprenant des présentations faites lors du colloque 
annuel de l’Association canadienne pour l’avancement des études 
néerlandaises/Canadian Association for the Advancement of Netherlandic Studies 
(ACAÉN-CAANS) tenu à l’University of British Columbia à Vancouver, Colombie-
Britannique, Canada, du 1 au 2 juin 2019, le lecteur trouvera, outre six présen-
tations, un article dédié à la mémoire du regretté Dr Henry Schogt, ancien 
professeur à l’Université de Toronto. L’on ne peut réduire la vie d’une personne 
au nombre de livres qu’elle a écrits, et l’influence du Dr Schogt se fait d’ailleurs 
sentir bien au-delà des confins de son œuvre, un héritage évoqué de manière 
éloquente par son ancien collègue, le Dr David Smith. Un deuxième in memoriam 
est consacré à Eva Biesheuvel-Gütlich. Écrit par Mary Eggermont-Molenaar, qui la 
connaissait bien, l’article brosse le portrait captivant d’une femme qui s’est 
toujours très impliquée dans sa communauté, inspirant souvent d’autres à suivre 
son exemple, en aidant ceux qui en avaient besoin. Son époux, l’écrivain Maarten 
Biesheuvel, était l’un des plus importants récipiendaires de ses bons soins et 
jusqu’à la fin de sa vie elle s’est dévouée à son succès littéraire. 

D’autres articles se penchent, entre autres, sur l’écrivain Rudy Kousbroek 
et son regard critique sur les Pays-Bas, un pays dans lequel il ne s’est jamais 
vraiment senti à l’aise, ayant grandi dans les anciennes Indes orientales 
néerlandaises. Le projet multimédia Van Kijkduinstraat, qui évoque des souvenirs 
de guerre et examine la question de la résistance, est également présenté dans ce 
numéro. De plus, Basil Kingstone, rédacteur émérite du CJNS, propose au lecteur 
une sélection d’extraits (traduits en langue anglaise pour ce numéro) de sa plus 
récente traduction (en français) d’un livre de l’écrivain néerlandais, Jef Last, dans 
lequel ce dernier raconte un voyage entrepris en 1936 avec le célèbre écrivain 
français, André Gide, en Union soviétique, à l’époque du régime stalinien. Un 
autre article examine l’influence importante du Père Ladislas Segers sur le 
mouvement nationaliste flamand, cultivé par les immigrants flamands en terre 
d’Amérique. Enfin, un article axé sur l’état actuel du journalisme aux Pays-Bas clôt 
ce numéro de la Revue canadienne d’études néerlandaises/Canadian Journal of 
Netherlandic Studies.  

Je suis très reconnaissante de l’appui continu de la Dre Inge Genee, 
l’ancienne rédactrice en chef de la revue, et de son soutien généreux dans 
l’élaboration de ce numéro.  Je tiens aussi à remercier vivement la Dre Tanja Collet 
pour la traduction en français de ce texte. Finalement, je voudrais remercier les 
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membres du comité de rédaction pour leur aide dans l’évaluation des articles 
soumis à la revue.  La Dre Christine Sellin, qui se retire du comité de rédaction 
pour des raisons familiales, mérite toute mon appréciation pour ses années de 
service. Au Dr Edward A. Koning, professeur agrégé en sciences politiques à 
l’University of Guelph, Ontario, Canada, qui la remplace, je tiens à souhaiter la plus 
cordiale bienvenue. 

Toronto, juin 2020 
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Van de redactie 

Krystyna Henke 

Dit nummer is tot stand gekomen ten tijde van een zich relatief plotseling 
voordoende, doch niet geheel onverwachte pandemie waarvan de uiteindelijke 
gevolgen nog niet volledig zijn in te schatten. Wel duidt deze funeste situatie op 
de noodzaak van een algehele verandering van sociale relaties, reeds in praktijk 
gebracht door de op de volksgezondheid gerichte noodorders van regeringen 
overal ter wereld. Ook universiteiten en wetenschappelijke tijdschriften zijn 
hierdoor geraakt. Het vanouds bijelkaar komen op congressen om over het werk 
van wetenschappers onder elkaar te discussieren lijkt, althans voorlopig, verleden 
tijd. Terwijl de maatschappelijke ontwrichting van land tot land verschilt, is het 
duidelijk dat zowel op gezondheidsvlak alsook op economisch niveau de risico’s 
niet te onderschatten zijn. 

Al moge het dan over het algemeen moeilijk zijn ons werk voort te zetten 
onder de huidige omstandighgeden, een actieve rol van de wetenschap, inclusief 
de sociale- en menswetenschappen, is vooral tijdens een noodsituatie bevorder-
lijk, aangezien gespecialiseerde kennis leidt tot een beter begrip en aanpak van de 
diverse in kaart gebrachte problemen. Helaas hebben collega’s in de Verenigde 
Staten nu te kampen met een uitgesproken anti-intellectuele stemming daar te 
lande die gepaard gaat met andere zorgwekkende repressieve acties van de 
huidige Amerikaanse regering, ook tegen studenten. Ettelijke wetenschappelijke 
organisaties maken hun bezorgdheid daarover kenbaar waarbij de positie van 
onderzoeker niet langer als politiek neutraal en in het vacuüm van een ivoren 
toren kan worden beschouwd. Zo spreekt de uit de Verenigde Staten naar Canada 
ontweken Henry Giroux (2018, 1997) al jaren over het belang van de public 
intellectual die de verantwoordelijkheid heeft om het publiek educatief in te 
lichten over de manier waarop door middel van hegemonie de bevolking wordt 
onderdrukt. Pierre Bourdieu (1998) wees eerder op het niet onschuldige verband 
tussen kennis en machtsuitbuiting. Beider werk vergt van wetenschappers een op 
z’n minst politieke gewaarwording, zo niet un engagement total. Misstanden in de 
wereld behoren dus aan de kaak te worden gesteld door intellectuelen. Onge-
twijfeld zullen er hierover wijd uiteenlopende meningen te vinden zijn onder 
academisch geschoolden. 



                  VIII
   

FROM THE EDITOR / DE LA PART DE LA RÉDACTION / VAN DE REDACTIE                                                                                                                                                                        
 

 
Can. J. of Netherlandic Studies/Rev. can. d’études néerlandaises 40.1 (2020): i-ix 

In deze editie, de Proceedings issue (‘uitgave met verslagen’) van lezingen 
gehouden tijdens de afgelopen jaarlijkse bijeenkomst van de Canadian Association 
for the Advancement of Netherlandic Studies/Association canadienne pour 
l’avancement des études néerlandaises (CAANS-ACAÉN) die plaatsvond aan de 
University of British Columbia in Vancouver, British Columbia, Canada, op 1 en 2 
juni 2019, vindt u behalve zes van deze opgenomen presentaties ook een artikel 
geschreven ter herdenking van wijlen dr. Henry Schogt, voormalig professor aan 
de University of Toronto. Een leven is niet op te sommen in het aantal boeken dat 
iemand heeft geschreven en zijn invloed reikt dan ook veel verder, een nalaten-
schap dat door oud-collega dr. David Smith prachtig wordt verhaald. Een ander In 
memoriam artikel betreft Eva Biesheuvel-Gütlich. Het is geschreven door Mary 
Eggermont-Molenaar die haar goed heeft gekend en een levendig beeld weet te 
schetsen van iemand die zich keer op keer heeft ingezet, met hulp van anderen, 
voor menigeen die het nodig had. Haar echtgenoot, de schrijver Maarten Bies-
heuvel, had haar grootste aandacht en tot het einde toe had zijn succes veel aan 
haar te danken.  

In andere artikelen worden onder meer behandeld de schrijver Rudy 
Kousbroek en zijn kritische houding tegenover een Nederland dat, doordat hij in 
het voormalig Nederlands-Indië was opgegroeid, door Kousbroek nooit echt als 
thuis werd aangevoeld. Het multimedia project Van Kijkduinstraat dat hier in dit 
nummer eveneens wordt beschreven houdt zich bezig met herinneringen aan de 
oorlog en de kwestie van verzet. Daarnaast biedt emeritus redacteur Basil 
Kingstone lezers geselecteerde Engelstalige fragmenten aan van zijn Franse 
vertaling van een werk van de Nederlandse schrijver Jef Last waarin deze een 
ondernomen tocht met de gevierde Franse auteur André Gide naar de Sovjet-Unie 
in 1936, ten tijde van het Stalin regime, beschrijft. Een ander artikel belicht de 
belangrijke invloed van Vader Ladislas Segers op de Vlaamse nationalistische 
beweging die gevoed werd door Vlaamse emigranten op Noord Amerikaanse 
bodem. Een artikel over de hedendaagse journalistiek in Nederland besluit deze 
editie van Canadian Journal of Netherlandic Studies/Revue canadienne 
d’études néerlandaises. 

Veel dank ben ik verschuldigd aan voormalig hoofdredacteur dr. Inge 
Genee vanwege de enorme steun die zij mij andermaal geboden heeft tijdens de 
samenstelling van dit nummer. Tevens ben ik dr. Tanja Collet erg dankbaar voor 
haar vertaling in het Frans. Ten slotte wil ik de leden van de redactieraad bedan-
ken voor hun hulp met het beoordelen van de op schrift gestelde lezingen. Hierbij 
uit ik ook mijn waardering voor dr. Christine Sellin die een aantal jaren deel 
uitmaakte van de redactieraad en nu vanwege familie omstandigheden aftreedt. 
Daarvoor in de plaats verwelkom ik per direct dr. Edward A. Koning, associate 
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professor (‘universitair hoofddocent’) in de politieke wetenschappen aan de 
University of Guelph, Ontario, Canada.  

Toronto, juni 2020 
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From wartime Amsterdam to Toronto academe: 
In memoriam Henry Gilius Schogt 

(24 May 1927 - 12 April 2020) 

David Smith 

 
Figure 1. Henry Schogt in August 1995. Photo courtesy David Smith. 

Henry’s last book, The curtain, opens with an idyllic scene. In the winter of 1954, 
he and a group of friends go skating north of Amsterdam. On the last 8-km stretch 
between Jisp and Purmerend he accompanies Corrie Frenkel, whom he had met 
only occasionally. On April 2, 1955, they marry in Amsterdam’s City Hall. In his 
memoir Henry also narrates in great detail their earlier years, especially their 
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painful experiences during the German occupation of the Netherlands from 1940 
to 1945. At considerable risk to their own lives, his Gentile family sheltered Jews. 
Her Jewish family was dispersed in various hiding places and her parents ultimate-
ly did not survive. 

But to begin at the beginning, Henry was the youngest of the five children 
of Johannes Schogt and his wife, née Ida van Rijn, who were both mathematicians, 
the father teaching high school in Amsterdam. As for Corrie, she was the youngest 
of the three daughters of Philip Frenkel, an Amsterdam lawyer, and his wife, née 
Betsy Wiener. Both families weathered the Depression, but neither was 
complacent about the danger Hitler represented to Dutch neutrality and Dutch 
Jewry. In the pre-war years, refugees from Germany streamed into the 
Netherlands, some of them finding refuge with the Frenkels. The Germans 
invaded on May 10, 1940, reducing Rotterdam to rubble and occupying the 
country within five days.  

By this time Henry was in the Barlaeus Gymnasium in Amsterdam, Corrie 
in high school in Haarlem. The Germans gradually imposed their anti-Semitic 
measures. In October, public sector workers were required to sign a declaration 
that they either were or were not Aryans; Henry’s father reluctantly complied. In 
November, Jews were dismissed from educational positions; two of Henry’s 
teachers disappeared. In January 1941, all Jews and part-Jews had to register. In 
February, the Jewish quarter was closed and in March, Jewish businesses were put 
under trusteeship. In April, hotels, restaurants, cafés, theatres, cinemas, libraries, 
pools and bathhouses were banned for Jews; some of their owners had already 
denied them access. As Henry was darker-skinned than most Dutch, he was 
sometimes assumed to be Jewish, notably by a policeman who tried to prohibit 
his use of a skating-rink. In August, Jewish students were transferred to Jewish 
schools; Corrie had to move from Haarlem to Amsterdam. At year’s end identity 
cards became compulsory; those belonging to Jews were stamped with a black 
“J.” In January 1942 more than 1,000 Jewish men were sent to labour camps in 
the north of the country. That same year, Jews were banned from driving their 
cars, owning and using bicycles, taking public transport, marrying Aryans, 
shopping in stores selling meat, fish and vegetables, and being outside after 8 p.m. 
They were also required to wear the yellow star. Dutch Nazi police openly attacked 
Jews and Jewish businesses. In July 1942 1,000 Jews aged 16-32 were deported, 
including Henry’s friend Alex Rimini. Afscheid van Alex (‘Farewell to Alex’) (1988a) 
was an article he would devote later to their friendship. Henry’s parents had 
offered him shelter, but Alex had refused for fear of endangering his family, all of 
whom perished in the Holocaust. In May 1943 no Jews were allowed in 
Amsterdam. Large-scale round-ups began and continued until late 1944. By 
August 1944 the Allied forces were pushing north towards the Dutch border, 
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Dutch Nazis started fleeing to Germany, and the Germans were in disarray, but 
after the British failure to capture Arnhem, the front stabilized, a famine began, 
and thousands of city dwellers died of starvation. The most densely populated 
provinces were not liberated until the Germans surrendered to the First Canadian 
Army on May 5, 1945.  

Resistance to the occupation mounted slowly. When students dared to 
protest, their universities were closed. Attacks on the German army and the Dutch 
police and acts of sabotage were met with reprisals – execution of perpetrators 
and arbitrary deportation of Jewish “hostages.” There was a general strike in 
February 1941 in solidarity with the Jews. Contacts were established with England 
and the Dutch government in exile in London. Above all, the Resistance helped 
people in danger flee abroad, found safe houses, and provided food, ration 
coupons and false identity papers. Corrie’s future brother-in-law Herbert 
Rothbarth, a refugee from Germany, escaped with his brother via France and 
Spain to England, where he enlisted in a special detachment of the Dutch army. 
As the German eastern front collapsed and the Allied armies moved inexorably 
north, more people, including previous fence-sitters, joined the Resistance, but 
the persecution of Jews continued. 

Henry’s parents quickly decided to shelter Jews. Their eldest son’s friend 
Johan Jacobs stayed for a while under their roof, with the father serving as go-
between for letters to and from Johan’s girlfriend Betty. He soon acquired fake 
identity papers and moved on. (Betty survived Auschwitz, Johan probably did not.) 
When a fellow mathematics teacher called Rozenberg was barred from teaching, 
Henry’s father brought him and his wife food, returning with valuables for safe 
keeping, including many cigars. They stayed with the Schogts in 1942 but, like 
Johan, soon acquired false identity papers and moved to a lodging house. (They 
survived.) Henry’s sister Elisabeth, who worked to find shelter for Jews and to 
distribute a Communist leaflet, arranged for a 1-year-old Jewish baby, Marja, to 
be looked after by the Schogts. (Marja survived and was brought up by her 
grandparents.) In 1944 a couple called Jacobs (no relation of Johan) was sheltered 
by the Schogts for the rest of the war. The husband was principal of the Orthodox 
Jewish high school. His wife Bertha gave birth to a son in a clinic on December 6, 
1944. (They eventually emigrated to Israel.) The Schogt household included seven 
members – one of Henry’s sisters had died in 1936, but his aged grandmother lived 
with the family; she died in 1944, her last words being: “I really enjoyed the kale” 
(54).1 They shared their house with two adults who had Orthodox dietary 
requirements and with two small children, making a total of eleven. However, 
Henry’s two older brothers were not always at home; they were often on the run, 

                                                      
1 All page numbers are from The curtain (Schogt 2003). 
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were occasionally arrested and deported, but survived the war. Both of Henry’s 
parents, Johannes and Ida, are listed among the Righteous Among the Nations at 
Yad Vashem in Jerusalem, in honour of non-Jews who took enormous risks to save 
Jews during their persecution.  

Hiding places were constructed in the house, but there were some scary 
moments. On December 5, 1944, German soldiers enter the house, demand the 
Rozenberg cigars and threaten to take away the Jewish baby if they don’t get 
them; they leave with the cigars. Marja is quickly moved to a friend of Henry’s 
sister Elisabeth until the danger passes. Sam Oly, a Dutch Nazi policeman (also an 
Olympic boxer!) visits, inspects, but goes away empty-handed. The whole family 
and their guests leave the house for a time. On December 28, 1944, Henry’s 
maternal aunt Grie, who sympathized with the Germans and had a German 
boyfriend, visits unexpectedly, bumps into the Jacobs but seems unconcerned and 
does not denounce them. (After the war she was arrested and interned for three 
weeks but never put on trial.) German soldiers come in again in 1945 but are 
decent and apologetic. 

As for the Frenkels, they were required to leave their house in Bentveld 
and live in an Amsterdam apartment with a cousin of Corrie’s mother, Piet Wiener, 
and his family. On December 19, 1942, they were eating mussels, when the father 
arrived home late, having just talked his way out of arrest. All immediately 
dispersed and went into hiding, leaving the mussels unfinished. Corrie, aged 14, 
spent the first night of her underground existence in the house of her father’s 
notary. Next morning, without her star, she took the train to Baarn, where she 
sought refuge with a former neighbor. She then moved to Eerbeek, a smaller 
village near Apeldoorn, where a former Frenkel domestic ran a grocery store and 
a barber shop. Through family contacts a home was finally found for her in 
Rotterdam with Nicolaas Johannes Bink, a lawyer, and his wife Berthe Élise Louise 
de Senarclens de Grancy. The latter’s Huguenot family had fled religious perse-
cution in France and settled in Brabant, where she had inherited a country estate. 
“Uncle Nico” arranged for fake identity papers for Corrie as Vili Cornelia Scherer. 
The official who produced the fake identity was a member of the Resistance and 
was later executed by the Germans. Corrie was even enrolled in the Rotterdam 
Montessori high school. She was visited just once by her mother and once by a 
sister, though such visits were discouraged by the Resistance.  

The older of her two sisters, Katilie, known as Tilie, went from house to 
house in the east of the country, then found shelter in the home of a doctor in the 
south near the Belgian border, then moved to Brussels. She was fortunate to be 
blonde and unlikely to be seen as Jewish. She worked with the nuns as a nurse’s 
aide in a hospital. After the war, she and her husband would take over the role of 
parents to Corrie. The middle sister Ernestine, known as Tineke, found refuge at 
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Zeist, a village outside Utrecht. She was virtually isolated, though her mother 
visited her once. All three sisters survived.  

Their parents moved from one temporary shelter to another before 
settling in a village at the house of a friend, Van der Willigen, a doctor and pharma-
cist. They then were hidden in marshland where they lived in a tent and were 
visited by Corrie and Tineke. Facing the winter of 1943-44, they found refuge in a 
village in a house whose owner had to be paid. He was also a black-marketeer 
dealing in meat. In January 1944 the Dutch State Police surrounded the house in 
search of the owner and stumbled upon the two Jews. They were arrested and 
taken to Arnhem, where they joined Uncle Piet and many members of his exten-
ded family. All were deported to concentration camps and all survived except 
Corrie’s parents who were taken to Auschwitz and perished there on or about 
October 24, 1944. Henry had never known his parents-in-law. 

These wartime experiences could never be forgotten or forgiven. Henry 
states in his memoir, without further explanation, that they had “a lasting 
influence on our outlook on life,” colouring “our contacts with friends and 
strangers, as well as our relations with our children” (x). Henry’s elder daughter 
Barbara said at the age of 12 that however little her parents talked about their 
experience, “it was always there.” In her short film Zyklon Portrait (1999) Henry’s 
younger daughter Elida says: “My experience growing up was that you didn’t talk 
about your memories or what you had gone through. You can’t even find the 
words for it.” Indeed, for Henry the Holocaust was “impossible to understand” (x). 
Of the 150,000 Jews living in the Netherlands, more than half of them in 
Amsterdam, 75% lost their lives in the Holocaust, an unusually high percentage 
for western Europe.  

It should be noted that in The curtain Henry always refers to the occupiers 
as Germans, whereas some of his reviewers call them Nazis (Dierick 2002). Henry 
uses the latter term exclusively for Dutch collaborators. He subsequently found it 
hard to make friends with his German contemporaries, but occasionally surprised 
himself. Even during the war he had encountered good Germans – the soldiers 
who came for the cigars but did not come back for baby Marja; five of the six 
policemen who captured the Frenkels later testified that they would have left 
them in peace, had not the sixth, a Nazi, insisted on arresting them. 

After the war, Corrie graduated in English, Henry in Russian (1951) and 
French (1952) at the University of Amsterdam. He wrote his doctoral thesis at the 
University of Utrecht on the causes of the two outcomes in French of the e fermé 
tonique libre (‘tonic free closed e’), which was published in 1960. He taught 
Russian at the University of Groningen and French at the Montessori Lyceum in 
The Hague and at the University of Utrecht. In the year 1963-64 he was maître-
assistant in linguistics at the Sorbonne and in 1964-66 visiting lecturer in French 
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and Russian at Princeton University. At some point in 1966, as his two-year 
American visa was about to expire, he was persuaded by Dana Rouillard, the chair 
of French at the University of Toronto’s University College, to take a position as 
associate professor in the department, replacing Peter Dembowski. He was pro-
moted to the rank of full professor in 1969 and was elected a Fellow of the Royal 
Society of Canada in 1977, serving from 1982 to 1984 on the selection committee 
of that body. After a half-century in Canada, he declared in The curtain: “Our ties 
with our country of origin have remained strong, yet we do not completely belong 
there any more” (29). The holidays celebrated in Canada are not the same as in 
the Netherlands, birthdays are less important, but chocolate initials can still be 
offered. He kept in close contact with his family, his contemporaries and his peers 
in the Netherlands and, when they visited Toronto, offered them hospitality in his 
own home. 

Like his friend and colleague, Pierre Léon, Henry’s linguistic background 
was European. He looked back to Ferdinand de Saussure, André Martinet, and 
Georges Mounin, whereas North American linguists tended to be disciples of 
Noam Chomsky and his TG or Transformational-Generative Grammar. It was for 
this reason that, when the Department of Linguistics at the University of Toronto 
was created in the 1970s, both Pierre Léon and Henry Schogt opted to remain 
within the Department of French, which offers programmes in French language 
and linguistics, as well as in French language and literature. They agreed, however, 
to be cross-appointed to the Department of Linguistics. 

Other than The curtain, which was translated into French by his Glendon 
College colleague Claude Tatilon (2009), a translation into Dutch of Russian short 
stories by Vsevolod Mikhailovich Garshin with the title De palm die door het dak 
breekt en andere verhalen (‘The palm that breaks through the roof and other 
tales’) (1966), and a translation into English of the same author’s Four days (2003), 
Henry’s many publications are in the field of linguistics, more specifically 
semantics. But he was quite versatile, branching out into literary criticism and 
theories of translation, as the titles of his major works reveal: Le système verbal 
du français contemporain (1968); Sémantique synchronique: synonymie, 
homonymie, polysémie (1976); and Linguistics, literary analysis and literary 
translation (1988b). He also co-authored with Pierre Léon and Edward Burstynsky 
La phonologie (1977). He published over fifty articles, averaging more than one a 
year throughout his career. They mainly deal with linguistics, including one in a 
Festschrift (1968b) for his mentor André Martinet, and are written in several 
languages, but the earliest of them concern Russian novelists. One of them has 
the amusing title: “Pas lonely pantoute?” (1986). He gave numerous papers in 
Dutch, French, English or Russian at Canadian universities and elsewhere (in 
France and the Netherlands, of course, but also in Germany, Greece, Rumania, 
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Russia, Scotland, Switzerland and the U.S.A.). He directed at least ten doctoral 
theses, as well as sitting on many more thesis committees. Other departments 
called upon him to attend thesis defences, often as internal examiner, and various 
universities invited him to serve as external examiner. He sat on several 
committees tasked with evaluating manuscripts, including the Romance Series 
Committee and the Manuscript Review Committee of the University of Toronto 
Press (1971-79) and the editorial board of this journal, on which, as Gus Dierick 
(forthcoming) would write in the newsletter of the Canadian Association for the 
Advancement of Netherlandic Studies/Association canadienne pour l'avance-
ment des études néerlandaises, he was “appreciated for his keen judgment 
combined with a gentle manner and a subtle sense of humour.” He was twice 
asked by the Ontario Council on Graduate Studies to evaluate the graduate 
programmes in French of other Ontario universities. The esteem of his colleagues 
for Henry is shown by the appearance of Significations: essais en l’honneur d’Henry 
Schogt / Significations: Essays in honour of Henry Schogt (1997), edited by one of 
his former students, Parth Bhatt, who states in his Préface: “Ce recueil constitue 
un témoignage de reconnaissance et d’amitié de la part des amis et collègues 
d’Henry Schogt. La grande diversité des sujets traités reflète les domaines de 
recherche du professeur Schogt, dont les langues et les littératures slaves et 
romanes, la phonologie diachronique, la sémantique et la traduction.”2  

Henry studied French and Russian, but as a Dutch academic he had to be 
conversant with two additional languages – English and German. As a linguist, he 
familiarized himself with still more languages, partly in order to use them, but also 
to examine how they functioned. When teaching translation, he found himself – 
like several of his students – dealing with two languages, neither of which was his 
native tongue. He felt confident enough in English to translate literary works into 
that language. In later life he undertook the study of Chinese. According to Basil 
Kingstone, Henry “advanced beyond the elementary textbook, and when ordering 
the follow-up text was told by the bookseller that he was the only person ever to 
order it” (Dierick forthcoming).  

During most of his distinguished academic career, when he was primarily 
concerned with the study of linguistics and related disciplines, I rarely heard him 
talk about the German wartime occupation of the Netherlands, but this changed 
as he neared retirement and painful memories were recounted. He kept up with 
literature on the Dutch Holocaust and in 1990 wrote in this journal a review article 
on Dutch literature on this subject. In 1991, while in Prague, he and Corrie visited 
the town and the concentration camp at Theresienstadt (Terezin); they “felt like 
                                                      
2 ‘This collection shows the gratitude and friendship of Henry Schogt's friends and colleagues. The 
great diversity of the subjects treated reflects Professor Schogt's areas of research, including Slavic 
and Romance languages and literatures, diachronic phonology, semantics and translation.’ 
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intruders” (123) and quickly left. In 1993 Henry reviewed in this journal Sem Dres-
den’s Vervolging, vernietiging, literatuur (‘Persecution, extermination, literature’) 
(Schogt 1993), which explores the historical development of the unspeakable; two 
years later he translated it into English (Dresden 1995).3 

Henry was a secular humanist, rejecting religious belief as the basis of 
morality. He was a man of great integrity, totally trustworthy. Though not hostile 
to believers, he certainly wanted to keep religion out of politics and lamented the 
religious wars still affecting the world. In politics he was liberal with a small “l,” 
left of centre but no extremist. Bush fils and Trump made him despair of demo-
cracy, and the policies of Israel in this century often disappointed him. I once heard 
him speak favourably about having to pay income taxes. He deplored tax cuts even 
when he benefited from them. For him social justice mattered.  

Though I knew Henry from about the time of his appointment, my close 
association with him and with Corrie began when I became chair of the French 
department at the University of Toronto in 1975. I was very anxious for Henry to 
serve out his term as chair of the graduate section or even start a new term, but 
he seemed reluctant to accept. Older and wiser than I and somewhat more sensi-
tive, he was perhaps afraid I might tread heavily on his toes. Whatever his 
reservations, he agreed to continue in his position, and we worked together well. 
He ran the graduate section smoothly. I particularly admired his skill at dealing 
with difficult people, on one occasion providing coffee and cookies in his office 
while settling the grievance of a student against an astonished professor. He was 
an excellent teacher and his students were devoted to him. I once followed his 
course in stylistique comparée so that I could learn how to teach it the following 
year. Throughout our careers I appreciated him as a colleague and friend – warm, 
helpful, convivial, loyal and dependable. Not long ago, I needed his help in 
checking a translation into Russian of an article I had written. It referred to cultural 
aspects of English like “church and chapel,” which I suspected were difficult to 
translate into Russian; he made a few necessary changes which my Russian editor 
accepted. Later I treated him to a Thai lunch and recommended the sea bass, but 
he declined: he was an unusual Dutchman who had detested fish and seafood 
since childhood. Eventually, he came to enjoy moules marinières and found it 
socially easier to eat the fish he was served than to have to decline it.  

Let me end with an anecdote told by Henry’s colleague Ed Heinemann, 
who had been his student at Princeton University.4 When Corrie took out her 
Canadian citizenship, Henry did not, for fear of losing the pension he had built up 
in the Netherlands. However, the Dutch bureaucracy then allowed him to become 
a dual citizen and keep his pension rights, because he was married to a Canadian.   
                                                      
3 The photo (see Figure 1) I took of him on one occasion, dates from this period. 
4 I am grateful to Ed Heinemann and Frank Collins for their help with this article.  
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He was a lovely man and he will be greatly missed by all who knew him. 
He leaves his widow Corrie, his three children, Barbara and Philibert, who 

were born in the Netherlands, and Elida, who was born in Princeton, and five 
grandchildren, Alexander, Daniel, David, Nina and Sofia. 
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In memoriam Eva Biesheuvel-Gütlich 
(13 oktober 1938 - 20 november 2018) 

Mary Eggermont-Molenaar 

 
Figuur 1. Eva Biesheuvel-Gütlich op haar 80ste verjaardag, 13 oktober 2018.  

Foto door Marta Klementova. Gebruikt met toestemming. 
 
Het landelijke nieuws dat Eva Biesheuvel-Gütlich, de echtgenote van de schrijver 
Maarten Biesheuvel, op 20 november 2018 was gestorven aan de gevolgen van 
een hersenbloeding bracht alom de prangende vraag teweeg: “Hoe moet het 
verder met Maarten?” Exit Eva.1 

                                                      
1 Een eerdere versie van deze tekst werd gepresenteerd op de jaarlijkse vergadering van de 
Canadian Association for the Advancement of Netherlandic Studies/Association canadienne pour 
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Maar niet voor iedereen. Degenen die haar kenden, weten dat Eva veel 
meer was dan Maartens vrouw, dat ze veel meer was dan een overbezorgde, 
kromgegroeide ‘tuthola’, zoals hij haar wel eens aanduidde. Maar ja, literatuur wil 
ook wat. Maarten wist zelf ook wel dat Eva meer voorstelde. In een interview in 
Vrij Nederland zei hij dat Eva de kapitein was die hun schip drijvend hield (De Jong 
& Peters 1989). In Eva, een heel kort verhaaltje dat in 2014 in Hollands Maandblad 
werd gepubliceerd, schreef hij: “Eva organiseert en doet maar” (Biesheuvel 2014, 
3). Dat ‘maar’ klinkt evenwel als gevloeid uit de pen van een liefhebbende edoch 
berustende echtgenoot. 

Exit Eva, maar niet voor iedereen. De gedachte ‘exit Eva’, die bij me 
opkwam na het lezen van de vraag hoe het nu verder moest met Maarten, werd 
gevolgd door: ‘Exit Eva niet voor iedereen’. Ik besloot iets over mijn 43-jarige 
vriendschap met Eva op schrift te stellen, vroeg haar en Maartens familie naar 
Eva’s jonge jaren en haar vrienden naar hun herinneringen aan de vele sociale 
clubjes en politieke acties waarin zij met Eva soms minder en soms meer 
betrokken raakten. 

In dit artikel geef ik eerst iets aan over wie Maarten was, daarnaast volgen 
er een paar verhaaltjes over acties die het tot kranten en tot Maartens werk 
maakten, hetgeen wordt afgerond door enige fragmenten van de herinneringen 
van Eva’s vrienden die bijdroegen aan wat uiteindelijk tot een boek over haar is 
geworden (Eggermont-Molenaar 2019).  

Maarten Biesheuvel 

Maarten Biesheuvel werd in 1939 te Schiedam geboren als vierde in een gezin 
met vijf kinderen. Hij kon nogal eens dwarsliggen en verkoos daarom al op zijn 
zestiende het ketelbinkschap, een keuze die hij al gauw zou betreuren. In zijn 
eerste boek, de verhalenbundel In de bovenkooi, schreef hij:  

Het mooiste wat je als zestienjarige ketelbink op zee kan overkomen is 
overdag zo ongenadig van de bootsman of een kabelgast op je lazerij te 
krijgen dat de tweede stuurman je, in zijn functie van scheespsarts, gezalfd 
en verbonden heeft en je voorschrijft een paar dagen in je kooi te blijven. 
(Biesheuvel 1972, 89)  
 

                                                      
l’avancement des études néerlandaises (CAANS-ACAÉN) die plaatsvond aan de University of British 
Columbia in Vancouver, British Columbia, Canada, op 1 en 2 juni 2019. 
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Na een moeilijk jaar op zee kwam hij weer aan wal en maakte hij het gymnasium 
af. In die periode leerde hij Eva Gütlich kennen. Haar ongelovigheid was een schok 
voor hem. Schokkend om te ervaren dat ongelovigen ook goede mensen konden 
zijn. Het veroorzaakte voor de van huis uit gereformeerde Biesheuvel een 
geloofscrisis, met als gevolg dat hij in 1966 in een psychiatrische inrichting terecht 
kwam. 

Zijn periode op zee, Eva’s ongelovigheid, gevolgd door zijn verblijf in een 
krankzinnigengesticht, zouden voor een groot deel zijn leven bepalen en hem 
bekendheid verschaffen vanwege de verhalen die hij erover schreef in bladen 
zoals Hollands Maandblad, de Haagsche Courant, Propria Cures en Maatstaf. In 
1972 werden deze gebundeld als In de bovenkooi, waarvoor hij de Alice van 
Nahuysprijs kreeg. Het is inmiddels zo’n 25 keer herdrukt. De eerste zin van het 
eerste korte verhaal in deze bundel, De heer Mellenberg, begint als volgt: “Acht 
jaar geleden achtte men het voor de eerste maal dienstig mij naar een gekkenhuis 
te brengen” (Biesheuvel 1972, 7).  

Er zouden nog 24 boeken ofwel bundels met korte verhalen volgen en 
meer dan honderd korte verhalen in literaire tijdschriften. In 1985 kreeg 
Biesheuvel de Ferdinand Bordewijkprijs voor Reis door mijn kamer (1984). In 1988 
schreef hij het boekenweekgeschenk Een overtollig mens. In 2007 kreeg hij de 
meest prestigieuze literaire prijs, de P.C. Hooftprijs (YouTube 2015).  

Ook werd in 2014 de J.M.A. Biesheuvelprijs voor het beste korte verhaal 
ingesteld. Winnaars waren, in 2015, Rob van Essen voor het in 2014 verschenen 
Hier wonen ook mensen, in 2016 Marente de Moor voor Gezellige verhalen (2015), 
in 2017 Maarten ’t Hart voor De moeder van Ikabod (2016), waarvoor ’t Hart het 
prijzengeld van 5005 euro niet aannam, maar dat hij voor de winnaar in 2018 
beschikbaar stelde, en in 2018 Annelies Verbeke voor Halleluja (2017) en ten 
slotte in 2019 Maria Vlaar voor Diepe aarde (2018). 

Wat betreft de vraag, ‘Hoe moet het nu verder met Biesheuvel?’, daarop 
gaf Maarten zelf antwoord in het reeds eerder genoemde verhaaltje getiteld Eva 
(2014) dat in 2019 werd heruitgegeven door Avalon Pers ter ondersteuning van 
de J.M.A. Biesheuvelprijs. Wat hij al in 2014 schreef, lijkt bijzonder veel op de 
situatie in 2019, na Eva’s dood: 

Nee lieve Eva het is zo: er is in Nederland een Biesheuvel Stiching. Daar 
doen een heleboel mensen al het werk voor mij. Lichaam wassen, kleding 
wassen, kleding kopen. Pillen geven ze me. Een auto, een chauffeur. Al mijn 
eten. Whiskey. Het huishouden wordt gedaan, de tuin wordt verzorgd, 
pornografie kopen ze voor mij. En ze geven me raad, alles doen ze voor me.  

(Biesheuvel 2014, 3) 
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Eva in actie 

Evenals Maarten werd Eva geboren in Schiedam. Haar ouders moesten wel even 
slikken want ze had maar een halve onderarm waaraan slechts twee vingers zaten. 
“In het gezin werd er nooit over haar beperking gesproken,” aldus Sonja, Eva’s 
twee jaar jongere zusje (Eggermont-Molenaar 2019, 34). Eva studeerde Russisch 
in Leiden. In 1975 had Eva mij ontmoet op een feestje waar ook een paar 
bestuursleden van de Stichting Kinderkantines Leiden aanwezig waren geweest 
van wie ik er een was. Eva moet daar over actie gehoord hebben (in dit geval iets 
over het organiseren van overblijfgelegenheid, van 12 tot 2, voor kinderen van de 
lagere school). Ze moet hebben gedacht dat ik voor nog wel een karretje te 
spannen zou zijn. Ze belde aan en vroeg of ik wethouder Cees Waal een brief wilde 
schrijven en hem vragen om verkeersdrempels op de Brahmslaan aan te leggen 
en een bord te plaatsen. Het was Eva daar te druk en te gevaarlijk voor hun hondje. 
Ik vroeg waarom ze dat niet zelf deed. Zelf waren zij en Maarten bevriend met 
deze wethouder, maar zij was bezorgd dat als hij het deed, het op vriendjespolitiek 
zou lijken. En, zij had alleen maar een hondje en ik twee kinderen, dat zou ook 
meer zoden aan de dijk zetten, zei Eva. 

Eva bleef voor van alles en nog wat en koffie langskomen. Het liep uit op 
bij elkaar eten, op vriendschap. Maarten bezocht onze wijnavondjes en kwam 
geregeld thee drinken en soms moest ik hem naar een van zijn optredens brengen. 

In 1978 bleek dat de wethouder iets had laten doen aan de 
verkeerssituatie in de Brahmslaan. Achteraf, toen ik bezig was met 
archiefonderzoek over Eva’s acties, bleek uit documentatie in het Gemeente-
archief aan de Boisotkade in Leiden dat bewoners van de Brahmslaan al van het 
plan van de wethouder voor de Brahmslaan, een grote onverlichte bloembak van 
ongewassen grint, midden op de rijweg, hadden geweten en het college van 
burgemeester en wethouders hadden gewaarschuwd. Het resultaat van onze 
eerste actie kwam op 1 september in het Leidsch Dagblad (1978) te staan onder 
de forse kop “Voorspeld ongeluk komt uit” (19). Midden in de nacht was een 
automobilist op die onverlichte bloembak gebotst. Er was schade aan de auto en 
de bloembak, maar de automobilist overleefde.  

Later, in dat zelfde jaar, 1978, komen Eva en ik allebei voor in het korte 
verhaal De wethouder dat in Hollands Maandblad werd gepubliceerd. Eva, die 
Diena heet in dit verhaal,  

gaat in een eenvoudige huisjurk, zonder sieraden, in ieder geval niet met 
sieraden van waarde en ze gaat altijd op schoenen met lage hakken. Ze 
maakt zich druk om zwerfpoezen en om kinderkantines. Als ze het nou voor 
geld deed kon hij het nog begrijpen. Maar ze gedraagt zich als een heilige.  

(Biesheuvel 1978, 32)  
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Het was zo, ditmaal had ik Eva voor mijn karretje weten te spannen, zich inzetten 
voor lagereschoolkinderen, zodat moeders op weekdagen af en toe hun handen 
vrij konden hebben voor wat dan ook. Schooltijden liepen toen van 9 tot 12 en van 
2 tot 4, wat betekende dat je de hele dag de klok in de gaten moest houden en je 
dag zo goed als helemaal bepaald werd door die schooltijden. Hieronder een 
voorbeeld hoe Maarten aan zijn verhalen kwam, veel via Eva en het gebeurde 
meer dat hij ons afluisterde. 

Maarten – in dit verhaal komt hij zelf voor als Johan, de wethouder – gaat 
verder met zijn verhaal over Diena:  

Ze heeft een vriendin bij zich, het is Mary van Tiggelen van Voorst. Johan 
kent haar wel, een echte hartsvriendin van zijn vrouw. Ook zo iemand die 
zich helemaal wegcijfert. De vrouwen hebben het over kinderkantines. 
Johan begroet de beide vrouwen een beetje koeltjes. Hij vraagt: “Is de krant 
al gekomen?” Hij gaat in een gemakkelijke stoel zitten en doet alsof hij de 
krant leest. In werkelijkheid luistert hij het gesprek van de vrouwen af.  

(Biesheuvel 1978, 32) 

Het wonen in Leiden Zuid-West kwam voor ons allebei ten einde. Eva nam tijdelijk 
mijn plaats in de kinderkantines over. Mijn echtgenoot Jos en ik verhuisden in 
1979 naar Nijmegen en Maarten en Eva een jaar later naar de professorenwijk 
waar ze in het enige houten huisje van Leiden, Sunny Home, gingen wonen. Eva 
wist daar haar menagerie van een paar katten en een hond uit te breiden tot 
zestien katten en een hond en een paar jaar lang een inpandige geit. Nadat ik in 
1986 met mijn gezin naar Calgary emigreerde, schreef Eva mij lange brieven, over 
hun sociale leven, over familie, gaf me adviezen en er was altijd wel iets gaande, 
in Leiden zowel als in Calgary, waarover iets te schrijven viel. 

Een voorbeeld is een brief van Eva, geschreven aan mij in maart 1990, een 
jaar na dat artikel in Vrij Nederland verscheen waarin Maarten zei dat Eva het schip 
drijvend houdt en Eva dat ze Maarten en haarzelf echt als een bedrijfje ziet. Via 
heruitgaven van Maartens verhalen, en bundels als Eva’s keus, Zeeverhalen en 
Verhalen uit het gekkenhuis en via hun optredens voor radio en tv waarbij ze als 
het ware hun literaire alter-ego’s uitbeeldden of uitdroegen, wist Eva hun 
scheepje daadwerkelijk drijvende te houden. Eva beschreef Maartens ziekte: 

Hij raakte door een anti-depressie middel van een depressie, via een 
manische toestand in een psychose. Dat was een afschuwelijke toestand, 
maar op Endegeest [inrichting] was dat tamelijk snel weer voorbij gelukkig. 
Hij is daar 3½ week geweest en is nu al weer meer dan twee weken thuis.  

(Eggermont-Molenaar 2019, 60) 
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Zoals gezegd, in Calgary was er ook altijd wel iets gaande. In 1990 en in 1991 
hadden wij thuis te maken met een vriendje van onze zoon, beiden ongeveer 
negentien jaar oud. Deze vriend was van de universiteit gestuurd vanwege te lage 
cijfers en bij het restaurant, waar hij een weekendbaantje had, wegens niet op tijd 
komen. Daarop had hij, goed gemutst met een balaclava (‘bivakmuts’) en 
gewapend met een aardappelschilmesje, een mevrouw de haar net gepinde 
tachtig dollar afhandig gemaakt. Hij kreeg tien maanden straf opgelegd en mocht 
vanaf december 1991 de laatste vijf maanden van zijn straf bij ons thuis uitzitten. 
Justitiële autoriteiten hadden ons huishouden bekeken; we moesten wel onze 
wapens inleveren. De drie slagersmessen die ik van mijn vader had geërfd mocht 
ik gelukkig houden. Ons huishouden werd goedgekeurd zodat ons huis officieel tot 
Penitentiaire Inrichting werd bestempeld. 

De jongeman was nog maar net bij ons ingetrokken, december 1991, of 
Eva belde. Maarten zou opgesloten worden of, had de dokter gezegd, hij moest 
het land uit. Of die dokter dat had gezegd? Uit gekheid of uit wanhoop?  Een van 
Eva’s acties of ingrepen was Maarten naar Calgary sturen. Op 14 januari kwam 
Maarten aan. Tegen onze jonge huisgast zei ik dat we een krankzinnige in huis 
kregen, tegen Maarten dat beneden in ons huis een gewapende roofovervaller 
huisde. Dat hield de zaak in evenwicht.  

De actie van Eva, om Maarten veertien dagen naar ons te sturen, werd 
behalve door de huiselijke situatie verder opgevrolijkt door bezoeken aan de stad, 
de universiteit, en uitstapjes naar bezienswaardigheden in de provincie Alberta, 
zoals een pow wow (traditionele ceremonie bij inheemse volken in Canada) in 
Pincher Creek, de Hutterites (agrarische geloofsgemeenschap met een 
afzonderlijke levensstijl) in het nabije dorpje Beiseker, de Olympic Oval (de eerste 
overdekte Olympische schaatsbaan in Noord-Amerika), een schilderijententoon-
stelling, de bijzonder mooie bergstad Banff, het befaamde meer Lake Louise in de 
Canadese Rocky Mountains, en een feest bij ons thuis: echtgenoot Jos werd vijftig 
en voordat Maarten kwam, hadden we al vijftig gasten uitgenodigd, meest 
Nederlanders. Die wisten even niet wat ze meemaakten. Biesheuvel las voor op 
Jos’ verjaardag. Hoeveel zou dat wel niet gekost hebben? 

Eva en de Oorlogsgravenstiching 

Tijdens een etentje in Rose & Crown, een restaurant met kroeg in Banff, pakte 
Maarten een boek op dat daar tussen de vele andere boeken lag, Onze jonge 
koningin thuis. “Dat boek zoek ik al een tijdje,” zei ik, “maar ik wist niet dat het 
bestond.” In die tijd was ik met een artikel bezig over Adam Jansen, een 
onbekende matroos die in 1943 in De Winton, een gehucht in de buurt van 
Calgary, tijdens een training van de British Commonwealth Air Training Plan 
(BCATP) omgekomen was. Eva had, met hulp van de Oorlogsgravenstichting in Den 
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Haag, geholpen Adam Jansens broer Henk in Nederland te vinden. Maar, het 
artikel over Adam Jansen kon of wilde ik niet afmaken, omdat ik het donkerblauwe 
vermoeden had dat toch iemand geschreven moest hebben over het schip 
waarmee Jansen en ook prinses Juliana en de prinsesjes Beatrix en Irene naar 
Canada vluchtten.  

In Onze jonge koningin thuis (Beatrix was nog prinses in 1940) zal er toch 
wel iets over die zeereis staan, dacht ik en vroeg de serveerster haar baas te 
vragen of ik dat boek kon kopen. Ze verdween, kwam terug en zei dat het niet te 
koop was. “Zeg je baas dat ik het dan moet stelen,” antwoordde ik. De serveerster 
verdween weer, kwam terug en zei dat het 5 dollar was. Ruim een jaar later, in 
april 1993, stond het verhaal in de CAANS Newsletter (Eggermont-Molenaar 
1993). 

Eva had Adams broer Henk Jansen uit Utrecht gevonden en zodoende 
kwam Henk, vijftig jaar nadat zijn broer in De Winton was omgekomen, naar 
Calgary om bij de volgende bloemlegging te zijn. Deze actie van Eva en mij 
resulteerde in een krantenartikel (Steinhart 1992). Kranten zouden nog 
menigmaal verslag doen over de inspanningen van haar en haar Leidse vrienden 
en vriendinnen. 

Vrienden over Eva’s acties 

We woonden nog maar twee maanden in Calgary of Eva’s eerste brief arriveerde, 
op 20 oktober 1986. Het was een lange, erg gezellige brief met meteen een beetje 
Leids nieuws, over op 3 oktober hutspot eten met vrienden en familie en over een 
van hun clubjes. Eva schreef: 

Zondag 2 november hebben we platenclub bij Maarten en Hanneke. John 
Peereboom en Maud (mijn vriendin) zijn als nieuwe leden toegetreden. Het 
wordt steeds gezelliger, al kunnen Maarten en ik nooit iets raden van de 
muziek die gedraaid wordt.                             (Eggermont-Molenaar 2019, 47)  

Platenclub  
Ik vroeg er ’t Hart naar. Hij liet me weten dat Pim, een van de deelnemers, zijn 
vriendinnetje meenam, maar dat die steeds door de muziek heen kakelde, waarop 
anderen boos werden, er een schisma was ontstaan en men lang niet meer bij 
elkaar was gekomen, totdat:  

Eva het initiatief nam om de platenclub weer nieuw leven in te blazen. Zij 
bracht ook nieuwe leden aan, Arnoud Koster en Huib Drion, en kwam zelf 
ook trouw naar alle bijeenkomsten. Zij notuleerde altijd wat er gedraaid 
was. De gang van zaken bij de platenclub is altijd geweest: een lid zet iets 
op en de anderen moeten raden wat het is. Eva raadde nooit mee, omdat 
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ze er te weinig van afwist, zij behoorde dus tot de zogenaamde niet-
radende leden.                                             (Eggermont-Molenaar 2019, 48-49) 

Inezclub  
Van Lucia Thijssen, kunsthistorica, hoorde ik over de Inez-club waar Maarten en 
Eva lid van waren. Het is een lang verhaal dat erop neerkomt dat Inez Seeger, 
schoonzus van de zanger Pete Seeger, overleed, dat op het kerkhof een aantal van 
haar vrienden eens naar elkaar keken en besloten elkaar voortaan een paar maal 
per jaar te ontmoeten. En natuurlijk, schrijft een van die clubleden, Lucia Thijssen, 

was dat houten huisje van haar [Eva] zeer geschikt voor ons en was het daar 
altijd heel gezellig. Er waren altijd hulpkrachten aanwezig die ervoor zorgen 
dat er cake en andere lekkere dingen op tafel stonden. Sommigen ergerden 
zich aan de zware sigarenlucht van Maarten, aan de rondspringende katten 
en/of aan Maartens soms wat vreemde gedrag.  

(Eggermont-Molenaar 2019, 101) 

Partij voor de Dieren  
Mensje van Keulen, keynote speaker tijdens de jaarlijkse bijeenkomst in 2004 van 
de Canadian Association for the Advancement of Netherlandic Studies (CAANS), 
schreef dat zij, Eva en Maarten zich in 2002 opgelucht voelden te horen dat er een 
Partij voor de Dieren was opgericht en dat:  

er is geen gesprek, vaak aan de telefoon, met Eva geweest of het kwam wel 
op een misstand. Oormerken, brandende varkensstallen, onverdoofd 
castreren, onverdoofd ritueel slachten, jagers, diertransporten, noem maar 
op […] Eva zette zich voor alles in en deed dit zowel voor als achter de 
schermen.                                                 (Eggermont-Molenaar 2019, 107-108) 

Erasmusclub 
In 2003 werd Barber van de Pol, vertaalster, kinderboekschrijfster en columniste 
bij de Volkskrant (en CAANS-spreekster in 2008), bij de Erasmusclub uitgenodigd. 
Volgens haar gaat deze club over zeven of acht vrienden die Erasmus gebruiken 
als goede smoes om bij elkaar te komen. Behalve Barber wonen alle leden in 
Leiden. “Om de zes weken vertaalden we thuis een tekst van twintig, dertig regels 
uit het Latijn,” schrijft Barber (Eggermont-Molenaar 2019, 112). Dat huiswerk 
werd na een enthousiaste update over wel en wee van andere Leidenaren 
voorgelezen, tot iedereen een beurt had gehad of de zinnen op waren. Barber 
bespreekt vervolgens de mate van deelname van de leden: 

En Eva? Ik zie haar al die tijd op de bank zitten, vaak met haar gebloemde 
lievelingsrok aan, mooi opgemaakt, Maarten in de gaten houdend zonder 



MARY EGGERMONT-MOLENAAR: IN MEMORIAM EVA BIESHEUVEL-GÜTLICH 
 

19 
 

 
Can. J. of Netherlandic Studies/Rev. can. d’études néerlandaises 40.1 (2020): 11-20 

hem te storen. Ze lachte om iedere grap, maar vooral om die van hem, blij 
dat het goed ging.                                           (Eggermont-Molenaar 2019, 112) 

Zorg voor de zoon van de hulp 
Af en toe was het geestig om te zien hoe verhalen in elkaar grepen. Nadat Maarten 
weer eens opgenomen was, had Eva me aan de telefoon verteld dat een van haar 
hulpen nu tijdelijk bij haar woonde, want de dame werd door haar zoon bedreigd. 
“Gezellig,” zei Eva. (Haar hulpen werden altijd haar vriendinnen, dus het was zeker 
gezellig!) Hieronder volgt een gesprekje dat Eva later voerde (over de zoon van die 
hulp) met een van haar vriendinnen, Marjolijn Pouw: 

Het was altijd weer een ontroerend, maar toch ook verontrustend moment 
als Eva opbelde. Na het zachte, bijna aarzelende: ‘Met Biesheuvel. Hallo 
Marjolijn, dit is Eva. Mag ik je wat vragen?’, wist ik dat ik het risico liep om 
gestrikt te worden voor de een of andere reddingsactie: een poes, een 
asielhondje, een geit, bomen, de bibliotheek van de Leidse universiteit, de 
sloop van een rijksmonument in de Breestraat ‒ waarin Frans van Mieris 
nog had gewoond ‒ of een halve dakloze. Dat ging ongeveer zo: ‘De zoon 
van onze verzorgster – je hebt haar vorige week toch hier ontmoet? – is een 
hele goede jongen hoor, maar hij heeft even geen onderdak en woont nu 
bij zijn moeder. Zij kan hem niet lang achter elkaar verdragen en nu is ze bij 
mij ingetrokken.                                      (Eggermont-Molenaar 2019, 172-173) 
 

Tot zover een hele kleine greep uit Eva’s sociale en politieke actieve leven. Er 
waren onder andere ook nog het Aalmarkt- en het Bomen-project en tevens, in 
2005, het eerste referendum dat in Nederland werd gehouden en dat door Eva 
werd georganiseerd. Eva liet zien wat er van het leven te maken valt ondanks dat 
je echtgenoot niet meer wil of kan en jezelf zwaar gehandicapt bent door de ziekte 
van Bechterev (een chronische gewrichtsaandoening), om maar niet te spreken 
over de half ontbrekende arm en het missen van een aantal vingers. Tijdens hun 
laatste TV-optreden in het programma De Wereld Draait Door, op 9 oktober 2018, 
werd Eva gevraagd hoe ze de toekomst zag. Ze had toen nog vijf weken te leven 
en zoals te zien in Figuur 1 zou ze haar 80ste verjaardag enkele dagen later nog 
meemaken. Ook was ze al begonnen Maartens 80ste verjaardag, 23 mei 2019, in 
Schiedam te organiseren (dat werd een heel succes waarbij ook de door haar 
samengestelde bundel Verhalen uit het gekkenhuis werd gepresenteerd). “Het 
kan nog best leuk worden,” antwoordde Eva. Over haar graf heen werd het nog 
leuk. Bij de presentatie van mijn boek over haar in september 2019 kreeg ik nog 
een boekje van Eva dat ze nog voor haar dood voor me had klaargelegd. Het 
verhaal waarom ze dit had gedaan werd het begin van de tweede druk van Eva 
organiseert en doet, waaraan nog zeven van haar vrienden bijdroegen. Maar dit 
alles neemt niet weg dat we met zijn allen Eva heel erg missen. 
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Rudy Kousbroek and the Netherlands East Indies 

Michiel Horn 

For almost half a century I have admired the author Rudy Kousbroek.1 My first 
exposure to his work and thought came through Het avondrood der magiërs (‘The 
sunset of the magicians’), consisting of columns that had appeared in the NRC 
Handelsblad in the late 1960s and were published in book form by Meulenhoff in 
1970 (Kousbroek 1970). Although I was not in agreement with everything he 
wrote, nevertheless I found much to like in the book, especially his style as a writer 
and his attitude: cool, rational, clear-eyed, often iconoclastic. Kousbroek was 
regularly sought out by the media for his positions. 

Over the years, I read more of his books, notably in the series with the title 
Anathema’s. However, I can scarcely claim to be acquainted with the full range of 
his work. To this day I have not read what may be the most important, as well as 
most controversial of his books, Het Oostindisch kampsyndroom (‘The East Indies 
camp syndrome’) (Kousbroek 1992). I was dimly aware that it challenged the firmly 
held opinions of many of those who had survived the Japanese internment camps, 
but its topic was sufficiently far from my own interests that I did not bother to get 
hold of it.  

Last summer I got a serendipitous opportunity to learn more about the 
subject. During a visit to my brother and sister-in-law, who moved back to the 
Netherlands from Canada in 2004, he made me an early-birthday present of a 
hefty volume, saying: “Here, you’ll enjoy this.” The book was Kousbroek’s Het 
meisjeseiland: Zijn mooiste werk verzameld (‘The girls’ island: A collection of his 
best work’) (Kousbroek 2011). 

My brother was right: I did enjoy reading the book, which contains a wide 
selection of Kousbroek’s writings. The part of it that concerns me today deals with 
the Netherlands East Indies. Kousbroek was born in 1929 in Pematang Siantar, 
Sumatra, where his father was a planter. He and his parents were interned during 

                                                      
1 This is the text of a presentation delivered to the annual meeting of the Canadian Association for 
the Advancement of Netherlandic Studies/Association canadienne pour l’avancement des études 
néerlandaises (CAANS-ACAÉN) held at the University of British Columbia in Vancouver, British 
Columbia, on June 1-2, 2019. 
 



                  22
   

MICHIEL HORN: RUDY KOUSBROEK AND THE NETHERLANDS EAST INDIES 
 

 
Can. J. of Netherlandic Studies/Rev. can. d’études néerlandaises 40.1 (2020): 21-27 

the Japanese occupation of the archipelago. Although his experiences in the camp 
were often harrowing, he later wrote that he had found his pre-war years in 
boarding school worse. At least in the camp he was in the company of his father, 
with whom he formed a close bond. The comparisons he drew between his pre-
war years and his years in internment did not sit well with some of his readers. 
More about this shortly. 

After the war the Kousbroek family went to the Netherlands, a country 
which young Kousbroek knew only secondhand. Like others who were born in the 
Indies, he retained a love for the region of his birth. This love is subtly different 
from the love that emigrants continue to feel for the countries in which they were 
born. They – I may say we – left home. Many who came from the Indies were 
supposed to be going home, back to the mother country, which was the 
Netherlands, but they often did not feel that way. 

Let me cite the example of my mother. Her parents, Steven Anne Reitsma 
and Maria Elisabeth Brutel de la Rivière, married in 1904 and in 1906 left Europe 
for the Indies. He was briefly an officer in the KNIL, the Koninklijk Nederlands 
Indisch leger (‘Royal Netherlands East Indies Army’), but soon left its service to 
work for the Netherlands East Indies Railways. He had a stellar career, reaching 
high executive rank, before returning to the Netherlands at the end of 1927. He 
also served as mayor of Bandung in the early 1920s. My grandmother, in the 
meantime, enjoyed a modestly successful career as a writer, chiefly of children’s 
literature and elementary school texts, while she also wrote at least one novel. 

My mother, who was born in Madiun, East Java, in 1909, spent almost all 
her childhood and teenage years on Java. She got used to being surrounded by 
submissive and seemingly eager to please servants. Moreover, she loved Bandung, 
where her father worked after 1919, its equable climate, its flora and fauna, as 
well as its surrounding hills and volcanoes, describing it to us as a paradise on 
earth. By comparison, she indicated the Netherlands was a disappointment, flat 
and often dank, and troops of servants were out of the question. No wonder she 
continued to feel nostalgic about Java! (After her death and cremation, a question 
arose as to what to do with her ashes. I offered to take them back to Baarn, where 
I planned to ask the current owners of the house we had lived in until 1952 
whether I might sprinkle her ashes in the garden. My father asked why I wanted 
to do that. “Well, wasn’t she happy there?” I asked. “If you want to take her ashes 
to where she was happy,” he replied, “you’ll have to take them to Bandung.”) 

Granted: my mother’s perspective was one of privilege. In Kousbroek’s 
case, privilege was not as obvious. Nonetheless, his love of the Indies is evident in 
his writings on the subject, and his less positive view of the Netherlands is also 
apparent. Kousbroek did not forge a close connection to the country his parents 
returned to in 1946. He lived in Paris from 1950 until the early 1970s. After a 
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decade in Den Haag, he moved back to Paris before returning permanently to the 
Netherlands in 1989, settling in Leiden, where he died in 2010.  

 
Figure 1. Rudy Kousbroek in February 1987. Photo by Roland Gerrits. Image in the public domain. 

An essay about “Indische tuinen” (‘Gardens in the Indies’), written in the early 
1990s, may suffice as an illustration of his attitude. The opening two sentences set 
the tone: “Bevalt het mij goed in Holland, zo wordt mij wel eens gevraagd. Het 
antwoord luidt natuurlijk ontkennend [...]” (Kousbroek 2011, 562).2 He goes on to 
say that Dutch flowers and plants left him cold for years, probably because they 
did not look familiar when he arrived in the Netherlands. The grass, the grains of 
sand, even the raindrops were different from what he had grown up with in the 
Indies. “Wat op mij een diepe indruk maakte was dat de bomen eruitzagen of zij 
dood waren (het was hartje winter); het wisselen van de seizoenen in Europa is iets 
waar ik eigenlijk nog altijd geen vrede mee heb” (563).3 It gives him the feeling 
that everything is temporary and in vain, that at about the time plants look the 
way they should, they begin to fade and soon the leaves begin to fall. “De aanblik 

                                                      
2 ‘Do I like it in Holland, I am sometimes asked. The answer is negative, of course...’ (All page 
numbers are from the anthology Het meisjeseiland unless otherwise noted.) 
3 ‘What made a deep impression on me was that the trees looked as if they were dead (it was the 
depth of winter); the changing of the seasons in Europe is something to which I’m actually still not 
reconciled.’ 
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van een laan met bomen in de herfst vind ik ellendig, nooit zal ik er aan wennen” 
(563).4  

Small wonder that Kousbroek was long unimpressed by Dutch gardens, 
which he associated with tulips (a flower he did not care for), small windmills, and 
garden gnomes: “Asfalt erover!” (563).5 By contrast, East Indian gardens struck 
him as being just right. “Of zulke Indische tuinen ook mooi waren zou ik eigenlijk 
niet durven zeggen. Ze waren allemaal hetzelfde,” which is accompanied by a 
footnote: “Welja, ik durf het. Het waren de mooiste tuinen ter wereld” (564).6 He 
wonders why no attempt has been made to replicate such a garden in the 
Netherlands, with the use of plants that will resemble those that will only grow in 
the tropics, and with sand that has been imported from the Indies. “Alleen die 
regendruppels, groter en warmer dan het Nederlandse hemelwater, die kun je hier 
niet krijgen. Niet voor een miljoen” (565).7  

Nostalgic reflections like these probably bothered no one. The response to 
Kousbroek’s comments about the World War II internment camps was very 
different. Himself an internee for three-plus years, he criticized the culture of 
victimhood (“slachtofferschap”) that, in his view, too many of the former 
internees had adopted, a culture that allowed no criticism or even a balanced 
discussion of what had taken place. “Bepaalde onderwerpen, zoals dat 
slachtofferschap zelf, en een volstrekt negatieve voorstelling van de Japanners, zijn 
onbespreekbaar” (305).8 Kousbroek ascribed this in part to the psychological use-
fulness of victimhood in explaining conditions and failures of various kinds, and in 
part to the racism that shaped the response of the interned to their experiences. 
Many of the reactions to being interned, he writes,  

zijn onbegrijpelijk wanneer het element van raciale vernedering eruit wordt 
weggelaten: de voormalige toeans die voor een in de koloniale hiërarchie 
inferieur volk in het stof moesten kruipen. Het is deze traumatische ervaring 
die systematisch uit het beeld wordt weggelaten. Het maakt duidelijk waar 
de gedisproportioneerde rancune wegens de Japanners vandaan komt en 
het geeft ook een begrijpelijke verklaring voor die claim van aan buiten-
staanders maar niet duidelijk te maken ‘diep schrijnend leed’ (307).9  

                                                      
4 ‘The sight of an avenue with trees in autumn I find dreadful, I’ll never get used to it.’ 
5 ‘Cover it with asphalt!’ 
6 ‘Whether such East Indian gardens were also beautiful I really don’t dare to say’ […] ‘Oh, well, I 
do dare to say it. They were the most beautiful gardens on earth.’ 
7 ‘Only those raindrops, bigger and warmer than the water that falls from the Dutch sky, you can’t 
get them here. Not for a million.’ 
8 ‘Certain subjects, such as that victimhood itself, or the totally negative image of the Japanese, are 
taboo.’ 
9 ‘[The reactions] are incomprehensible when the element of racial humiliation is left out: the 
former tuans (‘masters’) who had to crawl in the dust before a people that was inferior in the 
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The attempt to make that grief clear to others, Kousbroek writes, led some of the 
former internees to make the preposterous and shameful equation of their 
treatment in the Japanese internment camps to that of Jews in German camps 
(341). Others, he notes, were enraged when the U.S. government in 1988 compen-
sated 120,000 Japanese Americans who had been interned during the Second 
World War, awarding them the amount of $20,000 each (Molotsky 1988). The 
difference between the two situations was evidently lost on some of the former 
internees. “Voor hen zijn het Japanners. Ze zijn buiten zichzelf van woede dat een 
‘Jap’ zoveel geld krijgt; dan hebben zij, de slachtoffers van de Jap, toch zeker recht 
op net zoveel of meer” (313).10 The inability to make a distinction between the two 
cases does seem astonishing to me, as it does to Kousbroek.11  

If Koesbroek offended many of those who had been interned during the 
war, his comments about Dutch colonial rule in the Indies offended an even larger 
group. In his view, that rule was far from benign, while racism was an essential 
and inevitable part of it. In commenting on the Japanese deliberate withholding 
of quinine that would have protected many from malaria, Kousbroek notes that 
before the war the Dutch made quinine unavailable to the mass of Indonesians by 
keeping the price artificially high (307). Inadequate as it was, the food provided 
per capita to internees was, on average, the same in quantity as what was 
available to the Indonesian population during the pre-war period. “Ook de sterfte 
was van dezelfde orde” (308).12 As for racism:  

[...] Er bestond in Nederlands Indië [...] een krachtig en rijkgeschakeerd 
rassenonderscheid. De Indo-Europeanen keken neer op de Indonesiërs en op 
elkaar, en de volbloed Hollanders op iedereen. [... ] Als nu iets verwonderlijk 

                                                      
colonial hierarchy. It is this traumatic experience that is systematically left out of the picture. It 
makes clear where the disproportionate rancour toward the Japanese comes from and it also offers 
a comprehensible explanation of that claim to a deep, poignant grief that cannot be made clear to 
outsiders.’ 
10 ‘To them they are Japanese. They are beside themselves with anger that a ‘Jap’ should get so 
much money; then surely they, the victims of the Jap, have a right to just as much or even more.’ 
11 Canadians, it must be said, are in no position to feel superior to the Dutch when it comes to 
attitudes toward the Japanese. The history of Canada in the late 19th century and the first half of 
the 20th is disfigured by strong prejudice against immigrants from East- and South Asia, including 
the Japanese. During the Second World War the Canadian government interned thousands of men, 
women, and children of Japanese background, an action prompted not by a threat to national 
security – the RCMP reported to the government that such a threat was minimal – but by a 
perceived need to pacify the white population of British Columbia, many of whom were deeply 
hostile to the “Japs” (Roy 1980). 
12 ‘The mortality rate was also of the same degree.’ 
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is, dan is het dat iedereen nu net doet of die rassenvooroordelen in Indië 
nooit hebben bestaan [...]. (330)13 
 

And yet, to Kousbroek, this was a fundamentally important aspect of Dutch 
colonial rule. “De hele koloniale samenleving rustte op de overtuiging beter – 
intelligenter, moediger, ondernemender, inventiever, vlijtiger, ontwikkelder – te 
zijn dan de ‘niet-westerse’ volken en daaraan het natuurlijke recht te ontlenen hen 
te overheersen” (332).14 This conviction, of course, was of the essence of western 
(and not just western) imperialism everywhere. To draw attention to this, and to 
how the Japanese conquest of the Indies undermined, in the eyes of Indonesians, 
the colonial rule based on it, did not make Kousbroek many friends. But this was 
not his goal, nor should it ever be the goal of scholars and journalists dealing with 
controversial subjects. As he wrote: “Het enige dat waarde heeft is de waarheid, 
hoe het werkelijk was – ook als dat geen soelaas biedt” (342).15  

Kousbroek may have felt nostalgic about the pre-1942 Indies (though not 
about the boarding school he attended), but the post-war Indies disappointed 
him. The most poignant of his essays about the Indies to be reproduced in Het 
meisjeseiland bears the title “Het verloren paradijs (gesloten wegens achterstallig 
onderhoud).”16 It deals with the second of two post-war visits to Indonesia, made 
in 1994. Kousbroek’s feeling of loss is unmistakable. What particularly distresses 
him are three changes. The first is the physical decay. “Vijftien jaar geleden was 
alles aan het eind van zijn levensduur, nu is het er voorbij” (552).17 The second is 
the advance of puritanical Islam, sponsored by Saudi Arabia. The hijab is evident 
everywhere, whereas in his childhood that was not the case, and the sarong 
(‘skirt’) has been replaced by the shapeless dresses that once were largely 
confined to the Middle East. The third is the ubiquity of soldiers and the irritation 
that their arrogant behaviour arouses in him. Even though he recognizes that none 
of this is his concern, nevertheless the combined effect enrages and ultimately 
discourages him. “[...] Wat dieper zit dan die woede is [...] het gevoel dat het 
allemaal niet echt is. Er is met het verleden geknoeid, de verbindingen kloppen 
niet; dat is niet het echte Indië/Indonesië, met die hoofddoekjes, die troep, die 

                                                      
13 ‘There existed in the Netherlands East Indies strong and richly multi-hued racial distinctions. The 
Indo-Europeans looked down on the Indonesians and on each other, and the one-hundred percent 
Dutch looked down on everybody. [...] If anything about this is remarkable, it is that everyone now 
acts as if racial prejudice never existed in the Indies[...]’ 
14 ‘All of colonial society was based on the conviction of being better – more intelligent, brave, 
entrepreneurial, inventive, industrious, developed – than the “non-western” peoples, and deriving 
from this the natural right to lord it over them.’ 
15 ‘The only thing that has value is the truth, how things really were – even if that offers no solace.’ 
16 ‘Paradise lost (closed because of overdue maintenance).’ 
17 ‘Fifteen years ago everything had reached its best-before date; now it is past it.’ 
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kapotte boel, het is een vervalsing” (555).18 Paradise has been irretrievably lost. 
Like many before him and many since, Kousbroek discovered that you can’t go 
home again, with this difference: in his case the very concept of “home” was more 
problematic than it is for most of us. And it raises an important question: to what 
extent was his assessment of his childhood in the pre-1942 Indies distorted by 
nostalgia? It is a question to which a complete answer is impossible, but we do 
know that nostalgia is a state of mind that notoriously has a rotten memory. 
Tempo doeloe (‘the good old days’), times gone by, generally get bathed in a 
golden light that was probably not visible at the time. That was certainly true of 
my mother; I would guess that it was also true of Kousbroek. 
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18 ‘What underlies that rage [...] is the feeling that nothing of it is real. People have monkeyed with 
the past, the connections don’t fit, that is not the real Indies/Indonesia, with those hijabs, that 
mess, the things that are broken, it is a counterfeit.’ 
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Van Kijkduinstraat:  
Reconciling memories of liberation 75 years later 

Irwin Oostindie 

 
Figure 1. Kijkduinstraat is located in the Bos and Lommer neighbourhood  

in the western section of Amsterdam. Photo by Irwin Oostindie.  

For the past 75 years, the bond of friendship between the Netherlands and Canada 
has emphasized a shared narrative of freedom and democracy rooted in events of 
World War II.1 This paper is a brief account of my four-year long Van Kijkduinstraat 
project (2020), an experimental documentary that commenced in 2016.2 It is 

                                                      
1 This is the revised text of a presentation delivered to the annual meeting of the Canadian 
Association for the Advancement of Netherlandic Studies/Association canadienne pour l'avance-
ment des études néerlandaises (CAANS-ACAÉN) held at the University of British Columbia in 
Vancouver, British Columbia, on June 1-2, 2019. 
2 I am very grateful for the readers who provided me with critical feedback and broadened my 
perspective on my research interest. Thank you to my daughter, Inessa Baustad Oostindie, for 
sharing our family’s passion for history and pursuing knowledge. Thank you to the many individuals 
and organisations who supported Van Kijkduinstraat since 2016. Thank you especially to Krystyna 
Henke, Editor-in-chief, Canadian Journal of Netherlandic Studies/Revue canadienne d’études 
néerlandaises.  



                  30
   

IRWIN OOSTINDIE: VAN KIJKDUINSTRAAT: RECONCILING MEMORIES OF LIBERATION 75 YEARS LATER 
 

 
Can. J. of Netherlandic Studies/Rev. can. d’études néerlandaises 40.1 (2020): 29-38 

based on researching my own family’s intergenerational storytelling about World 
War II and liberation.3 
 

 
Figure 2. Starting the 200-km re-enactment walk at Kijkduinstraat.  

Photo courtesy Irwin Oostindie. 

Van Kijkduinstraat, the project, derives its name from Kijkduinstraat, a street in 
Amsterdam. As shown in Figure 1, the name of the street is still in use today and 
it is from here that my father, age 16, embarked on his journey underground 
during the hongerwinter (‘hunger winter’), the famine in the western Netherlands 
during the final winter of the war. Approximately 20,000 civilians died of 
starvation, causing many families to send children to escape in hopes of finding 
food (Barnouw 1999). As shown in Figure 2, while my daughter and I set out to re-
enact my father’s wartime journey, for us that walking expedition was fun, filled 
with happy expectations, certainly not potentially life-threatening experiences. 
Growing up in post-war Canada, my siblings and I knew our uncles had been picked 
up for German work camps during the war, with one escaping from Germany to 
join the underground resistance and Allied forces in France. We heard how my 
                                                      
3 I would like to dedicate this to my father, Dirk Oostindie, who was born on April 13, 1928, in 
Amsterdam and passed away on December 8, 2019, on Coast Salish lands of Vancouver, Canada. 
My father tells about his journey into hiding during the hunger winter of 1945. His story, which is 
mixed with archival images, can be accessed on the Van Kijkduikstraat project website. The site 
also features further documentation of the 200 km re-enactment walk by Inessa and me from 
Amsterdam to Nieuwlande in the province of Drenthe in 2016. 
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father would steal coal from the occupiers, how he witnessed an Allied plane 
crashing and lived with his parents who supported the resistance and feared for 
the survival of the family. As they distributed De Waarheid (‘The Truth’) 
underground newspaper, their activities put them at risk of arrest, which was 
intensified as Nazi collaborators lived downstairs from them. (As shown in Figure 
3, my daughter found a copy of De Waarheid that was dated February 1942.) As 
Dutch Canadian children born in peace time, we cherished these stories of 
resistance and survival that connected us back to our ancestors and to where our 
remaining family lived. The stories were at once close and distant. 
 

 
Figure 3. Inessa Baustad Oostindie holds up a copy of an underground resistance newspaper from 

February 1942 at the Verzetsmuseum in Amsterdam in August 2016. Photo by Irwin Oostindie.  
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Fearing for their remaining son’s safety, my grandparents told my father to leave 
Amsterdam. Setting out from Kijkduinstraat, he walked some 200 km to the 
northeast. He would travel during the nights and hide during the day, walking in 
the cold winter to the province of Drenthe, where he would live ondergedoken 
(‘underground’) on a farm in Nieuwlande. This small farming town was later 
nicknamed as het dorp dat zweeg, (‘the town that did not speak’), as all 117 
inhabitants of the village saved 300 Jews, as well as others in hiding (like my 
father). On his 17th birthday, on April 13, 1945, Canadian soldiers liberated the 
area. My father, near death, suffering from diphtheria and collapsed lungs, was 
heroically transported through active enemy fighting to the Groningen Academic 
Hospital to access an iron lung. After a few days, he heard the nurse tell the doctor 
that he would not make it, but on another morning my father woke up smelling 
the lilacs through the broken hospital windows. It was then that he knew he would 
survive. He would stay another five months in recovery. This story of my father 
being rescued by Canadian soldiers near death’s door, and eventually settling in 
Canada, is central to the next generation’s understanding of our roots.  

Experimental documentary  

In 2016, my daughter, Inessa, was the same age as her opa (‘grandfather’) during 
the hunger winter, and together she and I re-enacted his journey on foot from the 
same house in Amsterdam and northeast to Nieuwlande, now 71 years later. 
Proud of our Dutch lineage and eager to understand more of our family’s history, 
walking and documenting the journey was a way to bring this story to life, while 
reflecting on how war is memorialized. Along the journey, we interviewed 
journalists, artists, and modern-day migrants. This generated photographs, 
videos, and social media posts, including a website and the hashtag 
#vankijkduinstraat to aggregate the materials. As shown in Figure 4, some of the 
photographs I took during the journey suggest an evocative symbolism. Sharing 
the documentation and reflections with Canadians involved media arts 
installations and exhibitions, presentations in schools and in public venues, press 
interviews, and radio broadcasts featuring historians and artists. In 2018, a Van 
Kijkduinstraat gallery installation, cocurated by Laura Lee Coles, was installed at 
the Billy Bishop Legion in Vancouver’s Kits Point neighbourhood (Kits Point n.d.). 
The overall project had a modest budget primarily funded by myself and small 
grants from Veteran Affairs Canada, The Netherlands Consulate in Vancouver, and 
the City of Vancouver. This paper and the website archive represent the 
culmination of this research into memory, family stories, and war memoriali-
zation. 
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Figure 4. Memories unleashed by shadows in the tall grass in Gelderland. Photo by Irwin 

Oostindie.  

Van Kijkduinstraat is an unconventional platform that combines technological and 
social sciences investigation, and fuses media arts and non-fiction storytelling 
techniques. The documentary aspect is carried out by the video and audio 
recording of various terrains, as well as interviews with witnesses, family 
members, researchers, archivists, and journalists. The experimental dimension is 
the process that occurs as the research and the artwork materialize together in a 
gallery or exhibition context. Using my father’s narrative and memory of what he 
experienced during World War II and fusing it with the questions my daughter and 
I came upon in the process of re-enactment have led to a shared “experimental 
autobiographical documentary” that explores what it means to remember 
(Daniels 2017, 73). 

Undoing nationalist narratives  

Although I was born in Canada, I spoke Dutch as my first language, with parents 
who kept their family actively engaged with their Dutch heritage. For example, my 
parents, Dirk and Nellie Oostindie, were part of the cofounding group of the 
Vancouver chapter of the Canadian Association for the Advancement of 
Netherlandic Studies. Their wartime stories were a major influence on how their 
four sons (born between 1959 and 1966) saw the world. This created a foundation 
from which to investigate memory, nostalgia, and my own links to the ‘old 
country.’ Stories reflected heroism, endurance and resistance, and provided a 
moral code upon which our lives as Dutch Canadian children were constructed. 
Family stories characteristically featured World War II. These were collective 
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experiences presented as common wartime events. Achieving a new life in Canada 
away from Europe’s war and post-war years promoted assimilation and an 
accomplishment to cherish, in spite of family separations. Based on my own 
experience, I can say that young people seeking to better understand family 
connections to war can deepen their empathy and understanding within their 
family units while supporting intergenerational wellbeing. School books, 
Remembrance Day activities and public archives offer children and youth valuable, 
albeit limited learning, so family stories represent an opportunity to multiply 
available teaching resources inside families in order to promote intergenerational 
bonds and broaden their insight, including the ability to question a particular 
version of a narrative. Remco Campert (1970), whose father Jan was active in the 
resistance, writes in a poem, Verzet begint niet met grote woorden / maar met 
kleine daden […] jezelf een vraag stellen / daarmee begint verzet / en dan die vraag 
aan een ander stellen (‘Resistance does not begin with big words / but with small 
deeds […] asking yourself a question / that’s how resistance begins / and then ask 
that very question to someone else’). The role of teaching children about war 
should be to draw upon their own family narratives abundantly available to locate 
the commitment to not repeat history. 

Walking back into time 

Prior to walking through the Netherlands, my daughter and I spent time 
researching at the Verzetsmuseum/Resistance Museum of Amsterdam and visited 
with Dutch photographer Rogers Cremers in his studio near the Anne Frank House 
in my late aunt’s neighbourhood of the Jordaan. We interviewed and photo-
graphed him for a Van Kijkduinstraat radio documentary.4 His World War Two 
Today exhibition at the Verzetsmuseum chronicled war re-enactments, war 
tourism and national memory across the world. In an associated volume that 
consisted of photographs taken by Cremers, and text by author Arnon Grunberg, 
Cremers (2016) commented, “I am still unable to answer whether or not the 
Second World War has become an attraction. It is however part of popular culture, 
and is far from being forgotten” (Cremers & Grunberg 2016, 40).  

We re-enacted my father’s journey into the night by starting at the same 
Kijkduinstraat row house from where my father fled. The family now living there 
welcomed us indoors to hear our story, and through the exchange, we learned the 
mother came to the Netherlands to escape violence at her home. While my 
father’s life was, like those of many others, disrupted by war and he was forced 
into a life as an internal refugee, ironically, here now in the same house was 

                                                      
4 It aired in 2016 on W2 Media Mornings, Vancouver 100.5FM. 
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sheltered another refugee. In recent years, the Netherlands has struggled through 
national debates on its colonial past, as well as immigration and welcoming of 
asielzoekers (‘asylum seekers’) (Bosma 2012).  

 

 

Figure 5. Inter-city express train speeds by a World War II German bunker next to our  
sleeping spot. Photo by Irwin Oostindie. 

The forbidding journey was revealed to us as we were forced to walk around a 
myriad of canals and water elements, and networks of German installations left in 
the landscape. We crawled inside cement bunkers we found strewn in the 
environment and learned about war artifacts. We explained our journey to 
farmers and locals. We visited the verscholen dorp (‘hidden village’) where, until 
their tragic discovery, Jews hid underground in the forest near Vierhouten. We 
crossed the IJ bridge where my father had hung off the back of a German transport 
truck. (My father recounts this bridge journey in his own words on the project’s 
website.) During wild kamperen (‘wild camping’) we heard the grunts of wild boars 
around our trekkerstent (‘hiker’s tent’). As shown in Figure 5, we were also 
exposed to the sound of nearby trains passing us. We arrived in Nieuwlande on an 
unusually cold summer night and stood next to the small farm shed where my 
father had slept and where we met the family now there. As shown in Figure 6, it 
was a plain structure, but it provided shelter from the elements. 
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Figure 6. The farm shed in Nieuwlande where Dirk Oostindie slept while evading the occupying 

Germans during World War II. Photo by Irwin Oostindie. 

Two generations later, the descendants of the Vos family who harboured my 
father were still in the area and welcomed us as family. The bonds of love and 
solidarity between our families traverses the expanse of oceans and the distance 
of more than seven decades. Just weeks before our arrival, Jo Schonewille passed 
away, an individual who dedicated his life to a local private museum about WWII 
onderduikers (‘people in hiding’),5 which also featured stories of local resistance 
hero Johannes Post. A journalist from the regional paper, Hoogeveensche Courant, 
asked us questions about our journey, Dirk’s bond to the town, and our 
connection to these stories (Donkervoort 2016).  

Reconsidering nationalist narratives  

With my family name of Oostindie (‘East Indies’), I am interested in the 
triangulated histories that connect Canada, the Netherlands, and Indonesia, but 
also the dynamics of being a Dutch settler on unceded Coast Salish lands in what 
is considered British Columbia.  

                                                      
5 In 2018, Jo Schonewille’s museum collection in Nieuwlande became Onderduikersmuseum De 
Duikelaar. 
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The Van Kijkduinstraat project, which explores family history framed by 
World War II events, creates a platform for reflexive understanding of these 
migrating connections. In 2017, the Nationaal Comité 4 en 5 mei (‘National 
Committee for 4 and 5 May’) advanced the heritage education theme Welk 
verhaal telt? (‘Which story counts?’) that questioned dominant narratives about 
the wars in the colonized Dutch East Indies and in independent Indonesia between 
1942 to 1949 through history education (Nationaal Comité). Two years later, in 
2019, the theme of the national committee for 4 and 5 May was aptly titled 
Democratie komt met een verantwoordelijkheid (‘With democracy comes 
responsibility’). Now, 75 years after the end of World War II, there remain difficult 
truths to investigate, not simply ‘good versus evil.’  

Conclusion 

Through the Van Kijkduinstraat project, my father, my daughter, and I spoke to 
hundreds of high school students, the majority whose grandparents were wit-
nesses to war (in countries other than Canada and the Netherlands). Grandparents 
with their own survival stories as civilians in war – in El Salvador, China, Africa, 
Chile, or on Indigenous reservations of North America. Intergenerational and 
public (re)learning of World War II history enables opportunities for descendants 
to reflect on national narratives, while also research and archive family histories. 
We also cannot ignore the inclusive effect on wartime survivors who tell their 
stories and are heard. As shown in Figure 7, Dirk Oostindie was keenly interested 
in the results of the re-enactment trip his granddaughter and son took. 

Van Kijkduinstraat has been a project that platforms an intergenerational 
family story in which participation in resistance to an occupying force is central. 
This experimental documentary project made public audio interviews, immersive 
photography and video installations, and public speaking engagements, day-
lighting archival collections for a new generation, thus exposing next generations 
to first-hand family stories. These will then enhance the annual marker of 
Canada’s liberation of the Netherlands, leading to further reflection and 
questioning and resistance. 
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Figure 7. Dirk Oostindie watching laptop screen showing resistance newspaper De Waarheid. 

Photo by Irwin Oostindie.  
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Jef Last, a Dutch author in Stalin’s Russia 

Basil Kingstone 

Josephus Carel Franciscus Last (hereinafter Jef Last) was born in The Hague in 1898 
of bourgeois parents (his father was a retired ship’s captain who had been made 
a factory inspector).1 He studied Chinese language and literature at the University 
of Leiden and seemed destined for a professional career, but he became a 
communist and he was no longer welcome in his father’s home. To join the 
working class, which he felt in tune with, he became a jack of all trades: merchant 
sailor especially, but also textile worker, taxi driver, gardener, and other things 
besides. At one time he worked in the Rembrandt photo studio in New York; some 
clients thought they were posing for Rembrandt himself. In the end, he became a 
journalist, writer, and lecturer for the Marxist cause. 

He also worked in Moscow in 1932, publishing an encyclopedia and other 
propaganda organs for the Communist International, whose goal was to start a 
revolution in every country. But at the First Congress of Soviet Writers in 1934, it 
was proclaimed that literature had to consolidate the revolution in Russia instead, 
i.e., to glorify Stalin and the Soviet system. If you did not follow this Party line you 
were condemned, and a clear-sighted person could see what that meant. Last was 
still under the shock of this reversal when he was sent to talk about it at a congress 
of the Association des écrivains et artistes révolutionnaires, which Gide chaired. 
So the two met and formed a friendship which lasted until Gide’s death in 1951.  

Gide took Last and a few friends with the same political views on an official 
tour of the Soviet Union in 1936. He was the most important writer in France in 
the first half of the 20th century, already famous, and the Soviet government was 
well aware of what a coup it would be if they could proclaim Gide as a convert to 
                                                      
1 A version of this text was presented to the annual meeting of the Canadian Association for the 
Advancement of Netherlandic Studies/Association canadienne pour l’avancement des études 
néerlandaises (CAANS-ACAÉN) held at the University of British Columbia in Vancouver, British 
Columbia, on June 1-2, 2019. I have written about Last a few times in my life. See Kingstone 1981-
1982, 1983, 1992a, 1992b. I have also translated Last’s (1966) memoir of Gide, Mijn vriend André 
Gide (‘my friend André Gide’), into French, which was serialized in the Bulletin des amis d’André 
Gide from 2012-16 and is due to be published in book form in the fall of 2020. This paper consists 
of a series of extracts I have translated from Chapter IV of this work into English (Last forthcoming, 
79-133). It is with the permission of Jef Last’s heirs that they are published in this journal. 
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communism. He was interested in the Soviet experiment, but not in any ideology, 
and indeed his reasons were as much personal as social. As Gide put it, “Friendship 
has played a preponderant role in my life […] In my movement towards 
communism, I was largely led by the wish not to disappoint people I admired, Jef 
Last especially, who, from the moment I saw him, in a public meeting, became 
such an extraordinarily close friend” (Mauriac 1951, 193-94).2 Last for his part 
expressed a debt to Gide not only as a friend but also as a writer: he no longer 
wrote ideological works, but he wrote better ones: 

In other words, because I got to know Gide, a break occurred in my work, 
which then no longer corresponded to the image the public and the critics 
had formed of it. The label “communist” no longer suited it, yet people 
could not just stick the label “renegade” on top of it, any more than they 
could for Gide. […] Such a change, of course, is not pleasant for a writer. But 
in the last analysis Gide’s judgment means more to me than that of the 
Dutch critics, and I know he felt I made progress as a writer. In any case, 
because Gide became my friend, my work gained depth and sincerity. And 
that happened to all the artists who experienced Gide’s influence.  

(Last 1966, 78) 

Afterwards Gide wrote Retour de l’U.R.S.S., which was full of praise but also mildly 
critical of the regime, then, when a furious wail of condemnation arose from 
Moscow and satellites (who had been expecting unalloyed praise), he wrote 
Retouches à mon Retour de l’U.R.S.S, which was frankly a condemnation.3 Last 
meanwhile served with the Republicans in the Spanish civil war, at great personal 
risk, until he was persuaded he could as easily be shot by his own side as by the 
enemy (the communists regarded him as a friend of Gide’s and therefore a traitor 
to the cause). During World War II he edited a clandestine newspaper, finally 
joining the fighting ranks of the Resistance. After the war he went with Gide to 
war-shattered Germany and they spoke at a big international rally for youth. Then 
Last travelled in every country in the Far East and wrote about all of them, taught 
school in Indonesia and advised President Sukarno on education. He was in Bali 
when he learned of Gide’s death in 1951. He also returned to the University of 
Hamburg and completed the doctoral thesis he began in the 1920s, on the Chinese 
realist writer Lu Xun [Hsun] (Last 1959). He also translated several of Gide’s works 

                                                      
2 Last turned all his experiences into books and articles, often more journalistic than literary and 
written rapidly, to deadlines. He was by everyone’s account idealistic, nomadic and spontaneously 
extremely generous – he gave his royalties away to others who needed help. He was also, like Gide, 
married and gay. 
3 In his essay Ainsi soit-il [‘so be it’], written in 1949 and published posthumously, however, his 
memories of that trip are far more positive, to Last’s puzzlement. 
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into Dutch, and in 1966 Last wrote Mijn vriend André Gide, carefully not looking at 
Gide’s books on the Soviet trip, but setting down all the details he could remember 
himself.4  

Here, then, are some extracts from that book. Gide and Last sailed on a 
passenger liner from London to Leningrad (now St. Petersburg again), where they 
joined the rest of their party, went on by train to Moscow and then to the 
Caucasus, were driven around Georgia (including its capital Tiflis, now Tbilisi) in an 
open Rolls-Royce, and returned on liners on the Black Sea via Sukhum, Sochi and 
Yalta to Sebastopol, then flew home via Moscow and Kiev. 

[In Leningrad] 
Of course we’re staying in the most elegant hotel in the city. The decor is 
completely in the style of a nineteenth-century spa. Thick red carpet 
runners, tables with curly gilded legs, mirrors everywhere. An army of 
chambermaids in black with white aprons and starched caps. Servants who 
every morning spend hours polishing the floors with a sort of club foot on 
their right leg. Very correct but slow service, with a fantastic excess of food.  

 
 
The program for Leningrad begins the very next morning. It’s organized like 
the visit of a prince and leaves us almost no spare time. Our party, who fill 
several cars, is composed of generals, artists and authorities. Gide’s picture 
has been published in all the papers, and outside the hotel there is already 
a group of people waiting, who point their cameras at us as soon as we 
emerge. Gide admires the old city and the Neva [river]. I don’t agree with 
him that this city is more beautiful than Moscow, its symmetrical classical 
architecture is too cold for me. It also seems that all the columns are half 
as thick again as normal. They remind me of the broad gauge of Russian 
railways.5 An unpleasant attempt to dumbfound everyone with the 
colossal. Just as on a previous visit with Intourist, it dawns on me that we 
are only being shown monuments from the Tsarist period. Even in the 
entrance hall of the hotel you can see only traces of that old glory. We don’t 
even drive through the new workers’ districts, beautiful though they are. 

We have an especially happy moment in the park created up 
against the walls of the Peter and Paul Fortress. On the river the white boats 
of the yacht club, a beach full of bathers, and a lot of merry visitors under 
the colourful umbrellas in the park. We are immediately recognized and 
surrounded by a heaving sea of parents and children. At last, some non-
staged spontaneous enthusiasm. Gide has to shake hundreds of hands, 

                                                      
4 He and Gide agreed not to keep a diary in the Soviet Union after they caught their Soviet govern-
ment Intourist (‘foreign tourist’) guide going through their wastepaper basket. 
5 Standard gauge track is 1.435 metres wide, broad gauge is 1.52 metres. Not a huge difference. 
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countless cameras are aimed at him, but finally we have to run away from 
the great crowd of autograph-seekers.  

In the evening a banquet, of which I remember above all an enor-
mous fish which, it turned out, was made up of countless smaller fish. Gide 
is nervous with the endless speeches and courses of food, when we had 
long since been supposed to go to the opera. Finally, more or less at my 
insistence, and despite the Russian guests’ obvious reluctance, the meal is 
ended. When we walk into our boxes at the opera, the performance, which 
is already in the second act, is suddenly interrupted. The orchestra plays 
the Marseillaise. Long cheers from the audience. The opera begins again 
with the first act. 

We make a day-long tour through Leningrad’s green belt, where 
the old country houses of the bourgeoisie have become vacation homes for 
children. An unforgettable, heartwarming impression. Healthy children, 
merry dancing, cheerful leaders whom the children clearly love. A riot of 
flowers in the flowerbeds, the decorations everywhere still have the 
character of true folk art. While we have lunch – a little too copious, to be 
sure – in the garden of a children’s home, the children put on a perfor-
mance so full of charm and imagination that Gide has tears in his eyes. 

 
 
[Gide] wants to escape the formal tour and visit the Hermitage with just us. 
Herbart and I go exploring [the hotel] and find a service staircase that isn’t 
guarded. We reach the street unseen and rush to the museum. We pay for 
our tickets like ordinary visitors. But the porter must have recognized us 
from our photos in the papers. We reach the second room at most when 
the silver fleet comes sailing towards us. At its head, a stately frigate, comes 
the assistant director. “Oh, Monsieur Gide, why didn’t you warn us? And 
the director isn’t here – he’ll be in despair!” We have no choice but to go 
the director’s office, where caviar and champagne are served us. Naturally 
we have to sign the guest book (I imagine they tore that page out later). 
Finally we can continue our visit. Gide, somewhat irritated, strides ahead, 
followed by the whole procession of assistants. He goes into a room where 
he spots an ancient Greek statue. The assistant director becomes even 
more nervous: “Excuse me, Monsieur Gide, that is not the route you have 
to follow.” Gide explains: “I’m used to going where I see something that 
attracts me.” She submits, but with such a sad face that Gide takes pity on 
her: “Lead the way then, madam. Show me which way I have to go.” Since 
nobody is paying attention to me, I manage to break loose from the 
company and find the big room of Rembrandts. I sit still on a bench and 
watch one group of workers after another led past. They follow their leader 
like sheep and spend only a few seconds in front of the paintings that are 
pointed out to them. The explanations are of the same sort that docents 
give all over the world. Suddenly I see the official party coming in. Gide 
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discovers me and grabs me by the arm: “You rotten deserter! Now you’re 
going to suffer with me to the bitter end!” 
 
 
Herbart is interested in a Russian lady who studied interior decoration in 
Paris. She tells an unbelievable story: she was yelled at by her boss because 
she wanted to cover a piece of furniture with yellow material. But yellow is 
the symbolic colour for strike breakers and company labour unions.6 

Herbart bursts out laughing. He once had to put out an issue of Littérature 
internationale in a different colour, because the use of yellow was 
forbidden then too.  
 
 
[In Moscow] 
Before Gide accepted the invitation, he had demanded that he could move 
about as freely in Russia as anywhere else. Koltsov,7 who was responsible 
for the trip, had expressly promised that. I had looked forward to myself 
showing Gide the Moscow that I had loved during my nine-month stay there 
in 1932. The village character of many places in the city, with its narrow 
alleys and unexpected views of whimsical Byzantine churches, had a special 
charm for me. But that, with all the publicity in the papers and film 
newsreels about our visit, was impossible. Koltsov apologized: “we are 
dealing with the spontaneous enthusiasm of the population, who see in 
your visit a symbol of Franco-Russian friendship. It is impossible, and it 
would also be misinterpreted both here and abroad, if we took no official 
notice of your visit. It would also contradict our people’s conception of 
hospitality.” […] 

In the meantime everyone’s attention was concentrated on Gide, 
and the members of his party, when they were not with him, were not 
watched so closely. I was completely free to come and go as I wished, and 
I took advantage of this to seek out old friends and favourite spots. 
However, most of the friends I had had in 1932 and 1934, in the Writers’ 
Club and in the office of the Internationale of revolutionary writers, proved 
to have disappeared, and nobody could or would tell me what had 
happened to them. The city itself had also changed, and not for the better. 
The lovely ring of boulevards around the city, which in Moscow played the 
same role as the canals in Amsterdam, where it crossed the main 
commercial streets heading for Red Square, used to be closed off by 

                                                      
6 In America, created by employers to counter genuine unions. 
7 Mikhail Yefimovitch Koltsov (1898-1942), Soviet journalist but more than that according to 
another of the Gide party, Pierre Herbart, who described Koltsov in his En U.R.S.S., 1936 as 
“supervisor of the Union of Writers and the Soviet press” (34) – in other words a powerful tool of 
Stalin’s tyranny. 
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buildings which shielded you from dust in summer and snowstorms in 
winter. There were parks in them, like the Eusebiusplantsoen in Arnhem, 
where children played and courting couples sat on benches. There you 
could see the old Russian Punch and Judy show, and in the summer children 
rode around on camels. That had all been torn down to make room for 
traffic. Smooth asphalt roads had arisen, much too wide to dare to cross 
them. […] The thousand-year-old wall of the Kitaigorod (the Chinese 
quarter) with its Byzantine towers, had been demolished to make room for 
a parking lot.  
 
 
I was still less pleased with what had taken the place of all that old beauty. 
I couldn’t imagine why it was necessary to decorate subway stations with 
an excessive luxury of marble tiles, pictures and gilded lamps. That seemed 
as crazy to me as keeping your most valuable paintings in the toilet. Would 
it not have been better to keep the costs down, so that workers didn’t have 
to pay a rouble per journey, a price out of reach for them? 

In 1932 I had taken foreign friends with me to see remarkable new 
buildings, such as the one designed by Le Corbusier. […] But now this style 
was completely discredited and huge new buildings had been put up in a 
classical confectionery style, like gigantic cream tarts. Two or three storeys 
had been added to almost all the old houses, but of course with no 
elevators, and against the simple facades they had stuck a sort of Corinthian 
pillars. I couldn’t help thinking of an essay by Goethe, where he sees the 
freestanding pillar as a symbol of the democratic Greek individual and the 
pilaster built into the wall as a slave who belonged in the imperialistic 
Roman world. 
 
 
Pottery, furniture, textiles betrayed an uncommonly bad petty-bourgeois 
taste. I don’t think I saw in one store window anything I would have liked 
to buy for my house. […] The housing shortage had gotten worse rather 
than better, and all around the city whole neighbourhoods had sprung up 
where people lived in sod houses or holes in the ground, in circumstances 
worse than even the Drenthe had experienced. 
 
 
Gide (1952) himself wrote about the days in Moscow: “I can really say that 
I have known fame and that I didn’t always enjoy the taste of it” (55). His 
companions shared in that fame. We were photographed from in front and 
behind, from above and below, had to sign endless autographs, talk to 
reporters, and once, while riding next to Gide in an open car through 
Sebastopol, I was covered with flowers thrown by schoolchildren from the 
sidewalks, which buried us waist deep. […] He grew angry and shouted 
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“Enough already, I’m not the king of France!” […] In 1932 I had been present 
at the reception for the writer Henri Barbusse. All the foreign writers living 
in Moscow at the time had received a letter saying our “spontaneous 
presence was requested at the station.” The word spontaneous was not so 
crazy, for certainly we all spontaneously wanted to be there. When we 
came out of the station, the great square in front of it was packed with a 
crowd of thousands, who greeted Barbusse by singing the Internationale.8 
I have seldom seen anyone so moved, and from that moment his critical 
intelligence was completely switched off. Our reception at the Moscow 
station was roughly similar, except that they sang the Marseillaise. Gide 
was not moved in the slightest. His only comment, on the car ride to the 
hotel, was “Did you see what a hurry they were in to get away?” 

This whole staged sincerity filled Gide from the beginning with a 
mistrust which at the time I thought was often unfounded. Much later, 
when we arrived in Moscow unexpectedly, not according to the timetable, 
and went to see a movie in the afternoon before our plane left, nobody 
recognized us and the commissionaire treated us pretty rudely. “Do you 
see,” Gide said to me then, “how artificial and puffed up all that previous 
homage was?” 
 
 
We visited the institutes for the re-education of young criminals at 
Bolshevo.9 Again, Gide got an excellent impression of the group of firm self-
aware young men whom we met there, but one remarkable incident 
happened on our tour. All the rooms we had seen up ‘till then were 
decorated with the horrible social-realist propaganda paintings that looked 
like enormous enlargements of picture postcards. But then in one of the 
upstairs hallways I suddenly saw a brightly coloured original painting some-
what in the style of Jacoba van Heemskerck.10 I pointed it out to Gide, and 
he found it beautiful too. But the director who was giving us the tour 
seemed inconsolable that we had discovered it. He apologized profusely: 
“The work of a pupil we were very fond of. In many ways a brilliant lad. Out 
of sentimentality we let it hang there, in memory of him, although I know 
perfectly well that it’s completely against the line. I will correct my mistake 

                                                      
8 Henri Barbusse (1873-1935) was a communist French writer chiefly known for his striking descript-
tion of life in the trenches in World War I, Le Feu (‘fire’). He often lived in Soviet Russia and died 
there.  
9 A village created by the GPU (secret police and forerunner of the KGB) to rehabilitate young 
bezprizorni (‘homeless people’) who had become criminals. Gide (1936) knew that to be admitted, 
you had to turn in your accomplices (98). 
10 Jacoba van Heemskerck (1876-1923), Dutch artist who borrowed from the forms of architecture 
and metal structures, using bright colours and heavy outlines. 
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at once. I will have it taken away today.” All our assurances that we thought 
it as a very good painting, were of no avail. […] 

After tea Gide was introduced to a man of about thirty, who was to 
tell us his life story. He was a byesprizorni (‘homeless or abandoned child’) 
and had committed horrible crimes, ‘till the GPU had brought him to 
Bolshevo, where they had opened the way for him to a new life. I think he 
was now a foreman in one of the institute’s workshops. His tale of the 
misery of his neglected youth was well told. He became lyrical when he told 
of the rebirth that he had experienced in Bolshevo, and of his joy at being 
able to co-operate in the socialist reconstruction. I must say I was really 
moved. 

Maybe something was lost in the translation, however, because 
Gide did not share this emotion in the least. “But my dear boy,” he said to 
me later, “don’t you understand that that was pure Salvation Army? The 
poor fellow makes a nice little earner out of his confession. He’s repeated 
it so often that he knows it by heart, as an actor knows his lines. And how 
smug! The only moment I liked him was when you could tell what pleasure 
he got from remembering his crimes.”  
 
 
[On the train to the Caucasus]  
At every stop an enormous crowd of passengers got off the train and 
formed a crush around the urns of hot water to fill their teapots. Before the 
train left again, a bell rang three times, but many people jumped on the 
train when it was already moving. Gide was burning with curiosity to 
wander through the crowded cars, but we were assured that it was im-
possible to establish a connection between them and our private car [which 
was attached at the rear]. 

At the next stop I persuaded Gide to get off and only get on again 
at the last moment, in one of the forward cars. Gide was as delighted as a 
naughty boy with this little plan. We walked through the whole train, to the 
great joy of Gide, who stared wide-eyed. A Russian train full of people 
doesn’t look much like a Western train, it gives you rather the impression 
of the migration of a tribe. We ended up in a car full of high school students 
who were going to a resort in the Caucasus to learn to ski. I admired afresh 
Gide’s uncommon skill at immediately becoming the frère et compagnon 
(‘brother and pal’) of these young people, although they didn’t understand 
a word of each other’s language. Meanwhile a real panic must have broken 
out in our private car, and Bola, our official guide, no doubt thought he’d 
been left behind at the last station. She almost threw her arms around me 
for joy when I told her at the next stop that Gide was in the forward section. 
Suddenly it turned out that it took less than a minute to fold down the 
bridge and pull the concertina across to connect us to the forward cars. 
Gide came back to our private car for his afternoon nap, but in the evening 



BASIL KINGSTONE: JEF LAST, A DUTCH AUTHOR IN STALIN’S RUSSIA 
 

47 
 

 
Can. J. of Netherlandic Studies/Rev. can. d’études néerlandaises 40.1 (2020): 39-58 

the whole group of schoolchildren were invited to join us. That successful 
evening party, with songs and balalaika music, belongs with the most 
positive memories that Gide brought back from Russia. 
 
 
[Tiflis (today Tbilisi)] 
That Gide was no freer to move about in Tiflis than in Leningrad or Moscow, 
is clear from two incidents: 

In the first one he actually succeeded in sneaking out of the hotel 
early in the morning through a service exit. On his own he wandered along 
the boulevard and stopped at an incident. A few journalists, who happened 
to be passing by in a car, recognized him: “But Monsieur Gide, what are you 
doing here? This is nothing special. The woman was knocked down, the 
ambulance will be here in a moment. There’s nothing to see.” Gide tried to 
explain to them that he was interested precisely by how people in different 
countries react in such an event. The journalists understood nothing of this. 
“But Monsieur Gide, you’re only here for such a short time, and there are 
much more interesting things you have to see! Have you seen the new 
power station? And the dam? Have you been to the movie studio, and the 
museum?” The bystanders had long since lost interest in the woman who 
had been knocked down, they stood staring at Gide, wide-eyed. To get 
away from their curiosity, Gide got in the car and the journalists took him 
to an exhibition of paintings in the Central Museum. The paintings were of 
the size and quality of the ones we see hanging on fairground carrousels, 
and every one of them showed an episode in the life of Stalin. 

The second incident occurred when we were to take a drive outside 
the city. We had sat in the car for a good quarter of an hour without going 
anywhere when Gide became impatient and ordered the chauffeur to get 
going, but the driver just answered “Ya nye ponimayu” (I don’t understand). 
Afraid of a new outburst from Gide, Bola intervened. With obvious reluc-
tance the chauffeur started out, but after we had driven around the same 
block three times we stopped again in front of the hotel entrance. Not until 
our “guardian angel,”11 who was obviously late, had taken his seat next to 
the chauffeur could the real journey begin. 

Meanwhile, as I have said, the less important members of the party 
had much more freedom. Herbart and I took advantage of that to wander 
over to the ruins on the hill which closes the city in on one side, to follow 
the river where it runs through a ravine, and to explore the labyrinth of 
narrow streets behind the pretty boulevards, on which there were very 
strict traffic policemen but almost no cars. We were disappointed that so 
little architectural beauty had survived, but we found some remarkable 

                                                      
11 The GPU official who went everywhere with them in the Caucasus. After World War II, the GPU 
would be known as the KGB. 
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things. The “flea market” shows the same miserable repulsive scene that I 
had already seen in so many Russian cities in the hinterland. Nowhere is the 
terrible scarcity of consumer goods more evident than in these markets. It 
is almost unimaginable what worn-out broken junk is being offered here, 
and apparently finding buyers. That a peasant child is watching over his 
stock of one falling-apart shoe, one threadbare shirt and one tea-kettle with 
no spout, is just one example out of a thousand. And how is it possible for 
there to be buyers for bits of meat that have turned purple and yellow and 
are covered with hordes of flies? Among all these splendid things there is a 
swarm of peasants in rags. Suddenly a mother comes to a halt before us, 
with a little girl at most twelve years old. The child is barefoot and is wearing 
a sheepskin, wool side in against her body. On a command from her mother 
she opens it. She has nothing on underneath it. This mother, who visibly 
has nothing else, is offering her daughter for sale. 
 
 
Finally [at Gide’s insistence] we were promised a four days’ visit to study 
agriculture. The road we followed didn’t seem like a road, just a pair of 
vehicle tracks across the steppe. It was very warm and the wheels of our 
car threw up clouds of dust. [At the kolkhoz they were entertained with] 
wonderful impressive choral singing with very remarkable melodies. 
Exuberant folk dancing. We slept in a long bare room on iron bedsteads like 
in a French maid’s room. […] In the cold light of morning the kolkhoz we 
had been brought to was a desolate sight. The old landowner’s house that 
we had slept in was completely uninhabited, with brown damp patches on 
the ceilings and dirty peeling walls. There was hardly a chair in the whole 
building, just benches with no backs. On the walls hung oleographs of Lenin 
and Stalin and other ugly advertising prints. The barns and stables we were 
shown would make any Dutch farmer ashamed. Even the kitchen garden 
was overgrown. We were told that the actual fields where the tractors were 
used were located a good way from the house and we didn’t have time left 
to go and see them. Since we therefore couldn’t go and see the farming 
actually being done, Gide began to ask the peasants a number of questions. 
Both the questions and the answers had to be translated twice, from 
Georgian into Russian then from Russian into French, and vice versa. This 
produced unusually little information of value.  

 
 
[On their journey they stopped at other peasants’ farms, all equally poor.] 
Only once was there a sewing machine, but that was the house of a Party 
official. This man was Russian, so I could check Bola’s translation of his re-
plies. I told Gide that she had mistranslated various of his answers and given 
other statistics than the man had. So Gide decided to get his own back on 
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her. He ordered the driver to step on it, and there was no sign of the car 
behind us when we rode into Gory [Stalin’s birthplace]. 

Only now did Gide tell me what he had in mind. He had thought it 
would be nice to send Stalin a telegram of thanks, but he wanted no Russian 
interference in the text. In the telegraph office he handed me his text for 
me to translate. I broke out in a sweat, because Gide had overestimated my 
knowledge of the language. My Russian was good enough to understand 
people and read the newspapers. I could make myself understood, but I 
spoke Russian like a child: I didn’t know the last two cases of the noun or 
the various tenses of the verb.12 My spelling was even worse. I honestly 
didn’t dare send a telegram in my Russian to Stalin, knowing that every 
word would count. 

Gide, getting steadily more nervous because Bola could turn up any 
moment, began to reproach me, and even seemed to think for a moment 
that I was trying to wriggle out of his request for political reasons. Before 
we got done with our quarrel, Bola dashed in. She snatched up Gide’s 
telegram and immediately declared that it couldn’t be sent like that. The 
greeting was wrong for a start. Gide had written “Comrade Stalin.” That 
could not possibly be translated as tovarishch, but had to be at least vozhd’ 
narodov (leader of the nations). “But that’s not his official title,” said Gide. 

“No, but that’s the title that Party members customarily give him.” 
“I’m not a Party member,” said Gide, “and I cannot believe that 

Stalin appreciates such flattery.” 
“Stalin hates flattery,” answered Bola, “but he will certainly 

appreciate it if you address him the way his friends are accustomed to do.” 
Gide insisted that it should say “comrade” and that he wished to 

speak to Stalin as he would in France. The director of the telegraph office 
stood there trembling and didn’t dare take responsibility. Fed up with the 
whole business, I walked out of the office. I don’t know exactly what the 
upshot was, but I think that in the end no telegram was sent.  

Of this journey, largely along the Turkish border, Gide writes: 
“Pierre Herbart had fun claiming (but that was solely to annoy our guide 
Bola) that our car, or else the car ahead of us, carried banners with slogans 
in our honour, which I saw every time we went through every little village, 
always the same ones.” That wasn’t just a claim and it wasn’t just said to 
annoy Bola. Herbart had noticed that in one of the slogans (which were in 
French) there was always the same spelling mistake. Once we had spotted 
that, we could easily tell from other details, a blot or a scratch, that it was 
always the same banner. It must have been collected from behind us and 
taken past us during our midday rest. Nothing too surprising in the land of 
Potemkin! 

                                                      
12 The Russian noun has six case endings: nominative, accusative, genitive, dative, instrumental and 
prepositional (= locative). 



                  50
   

BASIL KINGSTONE: JEF LAST, A DUTCH AUTHOR IN STALIN’S RUSSIA 
 

 
Can. J. of Netherlandic Studies/Rev. can. d’études néerlandaises 40.1 (2020): 39-58 

 
The steamer Proletarskaya took us across the Black Sea, which luckily didn’t 
live up to its name – it looked more like the blue surface of the Mediterra-
nean. It was a beautiful ship with excellent accommodation for the first-
class passengers. On the broad promenade deck and the sports deck we 
had plenty of room. But if we looked below, we saw that the waist of the 
ship and the tween-decks were packed with peasant families who left 
almost no room free at the hatches. They had brought their own food in 
baskets and bags and slept at night in the open air. It was better not to think 
what would happen if we were shipwrecked, because the lifeboats could 
certainly not have held even a tenth of this swarming mass. When we asked 
them why they were travelling, they said they had heard that farm labour-
ers were needed in the Ukraine and that bread was cheap there. 

Gide was annoyed because the ship’s officers treated him like a 
prince, whereas nobody seemed to pay any attention to Masereel.13 Clearly 
his artistic style was no longer appreciated in the Soviet Union, he was 
regarded as a quantité négligeable. Masereel himself seemed perfectly 
happy. He did a whole series of pen and ink drawings of the peasants and 
the crew, and gave me one of them, with a dedication. Gide became abso-
lutely furious when we arrived in Sukhum, where cars were waiting for our 
group but Masereel had to go into town and find what accommodation he 
could. There was another outburst right on the quayside from Gide, who 
wanted to keep Masereel with him, and who also protested at being lodged 
once again in a big house out in the country. However, it became clear to 
him and us that we couldn’t refuse without causing a scandal, when he 
heard that Stalin himself had sent a telegram putting his own villa at our 
disposal. We had to say goodbye to the Masereels, but Gide went on 
sulking, and once we got there he refused the room that had been intended 
for him. He chose a small room instead, which is how I had the honour of 
sleeping where he was meant to, in the bed of my namesake, Uncle Joe.14  

Gide’s mood got even worse when the governor (or perhaps the 
party boss) of Abkhazia made us wait a good hour when we were starving. 
When he finally appeared, he was a little man with high black boots, a white 
Russian blouse and a hearing aid in one ear. His yellowish face had a Semitic 
look such as we had already seen in many Georgians. But something special 
radiated from this man, and Gide’s anger disappeared in a few minutes. 

The villa was very simply furnished, but the meal was excessive as 
usual. I remember among other things a baked suckling pig with working 
electric lights for eyes, that was served on a silver salver by lackeys in velvet 

                                                      
13 Franz Masereel (1889-1972), a prominent Flemish artist who happened to be on the same boat, 
but not a guest of honour. An expressionist, his work is satirical and pacifist. Gide had met him in 
Paris in 1935 and admired his work. 
14 Jef is short for Josephus, and Stalin’s right name was Joseph Vissarionovich Djugashvili. 
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livery and white stockings. Gide and the governor, without using an inter-
preter, were soon in deep conversation and left the table long before the 
end of supper, to go on talking alone in Gide’s room. That evening Gide said 
to me, “That is the most remarkable and interesting figure I have met so far 
in the Soviet Union.” But he wouldn’t tell me what they discussed. A few 
weeks after we got back to Paris, it was in the papers that this man had 
been condemned and liquidated.  

No doubt because Gide had had a conversation with the governor, 
we only got to spend one night in Stalin’s villa. With a feeling of relief we 
left the hedge and the guard behind and moved to a hotel on the Abkhazian 
Riviera. […] The guests were largely Soviet intellectuals and artists, who 
paid 1000 roubles a month each to stay there. The chambermaid who 
served us, a still fairly young widow, earned 90 roubles a month. She lived 
with her family in a shed on the property. The seven of them shared one 
room with only a bed and a table for furniture. The mother slept with the 
girls in the bed, the boys slept on the floor. When I visited her, their lunch 
was on the table: a lump of sour bread and a herring. For 1 rouble 65 they 
could get a hot meal in the staff restaurant, and they did that two or three 
times a week.  
 
 
My strongest memory of Sukhum is the sharp contrast between this peace-
ful, paradise-like setting and the tragedies hidden everywhere. When we 
arrived the hotel manager had profusely apologized that he couldn’t offer 
any better accommodations. Unfortunately, he said, the hotel was built in 
the experimental period, when architecture had sailed too close to “forma-
lism.” The plan was to downgrade it to a workers’ rest home, and soon they 
would build a new hotel in the classical style, with a frieze and columns. Just 
as with the painting in Bolshevo, it was impossible to persuade him that 
that was exactly the kind of architecture we found especially beautiful. By 
chance we had a young Soviet architect at our table that evening. When we 
attacked him, he defended the new Soviet architecture vigorously, but with 
such stupid and banal arguments that we finally stopped talking. Half an 
hour later I was in Gide’s room when there was a timid knock on the door. 
I opened it and the architect came in, hastily shutting the door behind him. 
He refused to sit down. “Monsieur Gide,” he said, “I just wanted to tell you 
that this afternoon I had to say what I said. A GPU agent was sitting at the 
next table. But I couldn’t stand it if I thought you believed that we Soviet 
architects were really such idiots. Of course everything I said was non-
sense.” He wouldn’t stay and talk for a moment longer, but before I let him 
out I first made perfectly sure nobody was to be seen in the hallway. 

When I went for an afternoon walk the next day, I saw a little way 
from the hotel a drunk who was being tormented by a bunch of boys. 
Although his clothing was torn and stained, he didn’t look like a peasant. A 
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dark lock of hair hung over his sweaty young face, over his intelligent eyes. 
He looked to me like a sort of personification of Schiller’s Karl Moor. 

Since I had long since learned that in Russia only drunks will tell you 
the truth, and because I suspected a Dostoievskian drama behind his 
drunkenness, I got close to him and grabbed his arm when he stumbled and 
was liable to fall. In that way it was relatively easy to strike up a conver-
sation. I advised him to sleep it off under the trees and promised to come 
back in two hours with a bottle of vodka from the hotel and drink it with 
him on the river bank. 

At six o’clock I indeed found him at the same place, sill sleeping 
under the trees. But he soon woke up and was relatively sober. We walked 
together in silence for some time till we reached a quiet spot by the river, 
where we sat down on a pair of stones. I handed him the bottle, which he 
drank almost a quarter of in one swig. As I had expected, it took little effort 
after that to get him to talk. I had been right to conclude that he was an 
intellectual. He had studied at the film academy in Sverdlovsk. “I was a 
gifted student,” he said, “not just anyone. In my first year I won the prize 
for the best documentary in our class. I was a great admirer of Eisenstein 
and Pudovkin.15 Those ideals were my undoing. When the official direction 
was changed to fit the General Line, I didn’t want to submit. I was 
commissioned to make a short film and I used my modern ideas about 
montage. For that I was accused of wasting government money on an anti-
proletarian film that the workers couldn’t understand. The director felt 
kindly towards me and I could perhaps have saved myself if I had criticized 
myself in public and promised to do better. I was damned if I would. So then 
they launched another accusation against me, for sabotage.”  
 
 
[From Sukhum they took the boat to Sochi.] 
We paid a moving visit to Nikolaj Ostrovski, the author of How the steel was 
tempered.16 Gide stayed at his bedside for nearly an hour. Completely 
paralyzed, the still-young writer lay in a bed whose sheets were no paler 
than his laundry-coloured skin that had sunk deeply around the eyes and 
was tautly stretched over the skull already clearly detectable under it. Yet 
shortly before our arrival he had been lying there dictating his new novel, 
which he hoped to finish before his rapidly approaching death. The more 
assured he was of that death, the less it filled him with fear. In those still 

                                                      
15 Vsevolod Vissarionovich Pudovkin (1893-1953), one of the greatest Soviet-era film directors 
(Mother, The End of Saint Petersburg, Storm over Asia). 
16 Nikolaj Alexandrovich Ostrovski (1904-1936), a Russian novelist who remained a fervent Bolshe-
vist. His novel Kak zakaljalas’ stal’ (How the steel was tempered) presents a young hero (himself) 
who fights for the triumph of the revolution. Paralysis and blindness did not allow him to complete 
his second novel, Rozhdennye bureĭ (Born of the storm), on the civil war in the Ukraine in the 1920s. 
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always determined eyes shone his idealism, tempered to steel by the civil 
war. He believed in the future of communism as a Christian believes in 
Heaven.  
 
 
From Nikolaj Ostrovski’s sickbed we were taken to the editorial office of the 
Kurortnaya Gazeta.17 They didn’t believe in tears there either. They were a 
merry intelligent troop of still remarkably young journalists. Their hearty 
comradeship was disarming. Elsewhere Gide would surely have looked a 
little bemused at the editor-in-chief’s naïve declaration: “Monsieur Gide, 
when we heard that you would visit our city, we immediately sent to 
Moscow for your books. I can tell you that we fulfilled our plan one hundred 
per cent and in the allotted time, as a team, we read your complete works.” 

But in the light of later events, the lead article of the Kurortnaya 
Gazeta seems strange, yet it is but one example among many of the ridicu-
lous praise: “With deep joy we today greet André Gide and his comrades in 
arms, our comrades Jef Last, an important Dutch writer, and Pierre Herbart 
and Eugène Dabit, the best representatives of France’s revolutionary 
literature. Long before André Gide devoted his great talent to oppressed 
humanity, public opinion in our country highly appreciated the magnificent 
art and admirable mind of the creator of Les Nourritures terrestres, Voyage 
au Congo, Retour du Tchad, Les Faux-Monnayeurs and other masterworks 
which have placed the name of André Gide in the first rank of contemporary 
literature…” 

 
 
[In Sochi]  
Gide told cheerful stories about youth camps, clubhouses and libraries that 
they had visited. It seemed that everything in Sochi was a model example. 
Then we opened the papers. Whole pages were devoted to a so-called 
discussion about the new constitution. I read and translated this 
“discussion” for Gide. They were pieces like this: “When I was still living in 
New York, I couldn’t pay my rent for a week because I was ill. When the 
debt had risen to thirty dollars, my landlord cancelled the lease. I refused 
to leave the apartment because I had a fever. Thereupon the landlord sent 
for the fire brigade and blasted me out of bed with fire hoses. Now I am 
back in the Soviet Union, thanks to your policy, o Stalin, leader of the 
nations, such scandals cannot occur any more. The new constitution 

                                                      
17 Two articles from this newspaper, translated into French by Last, are among his papers in the 
Literary Museum (Literatuurmuseum) in The Hague. One announces a new edition of Gide’s com-
plete works translated into Russian, the other reports that the level of borrowing of Gide’s works 
from the public libraries of Sochi was very high (surprise…). 
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guarantees us that we need not worry if we are ill. I cannot be grateful 
enough, o great Stalin, for this constitution.” 

The whole page was written in this style. Not a word of criticism, 
not one sensible observation, nothing that looked like a discussion, nothing 
but Byzantinism. Even more sinister were the other columns of the paper, 
in which already the first reports were appearing of the purges and trials. It 
seemed as if this joyful Soviet Union was riddled with corruption even in 
the very highest ranks. The death penalty, and years-long confinement in 
prisons and concentration camps, seemed the only means to prevent 
disaster. 
 
 
From Sochi to Sebastopol we are again on a shiny passenger ship, the Grusia 
[=Georgia, in Russian]. […] When I look down at the tween-decks, I see the 
same swarming mass of peasants in rags with shoes made of birchbark tied 
around their legs with string. They eat melons or chew sunflower seeds. 
You don’t need to offer them vodka to hear the grumbling voice of 
discontent. Clearly they are sure they can hide in the anonymity of the grey 
mass. It’s always the same complaints. Not enough bread in the winter, no 
place to keep the little bit of grain that you raise on your own piece of land, 
so that you’re forced to sell it to the kolkhoz after all. And for the money 
you get for it, the village stores don’t have a single thing to buy. No tea-
kettles, no shoes, no sewing thread. The only well stocked stores are the 
bookstores. 

I saw leaning over the railing a young man who obviously did not 
belong with the peasants. His shabby but clean clothes were more that of 
a student. He had beautiful, slightly melancholy brown eyes. I tried to start 
a conversation with him, but he broke off his sentences in the middle and 
spoke so softly I could hardly understand him. But slowly I got to learn his 
life story. His father was the foreman of a rubber boot factory, his mother 
was a Volga German.18 He was educated in the factory’s high school and 
came out top of his class. Then the “triangle” (the director, the Party 
representative and the union representative) decided he should have a 
scholarship to study chemistry at the technical university. But he didn’t 
want to. From his childhood onwards he was interested in literature. His 
mother knew Heine’s Buch der Lieder by heart and recited poems from it in 
the evenings.19 He hated chemistry. He wanted to become an artist. His 
father couldn’t understand that. The party cell, the union and the 

                                                      
18 In 1760-61 Catherine the Great invited 27,000 Germans to come and settle in the lower Volga 
valley. Between the two world wars they had their own soviet republic, but when Hitler invaded, 
it was abolished and they were deported to Siberia. 
19 Heinrich Heine (1797-1856), a great German poet in whom romanticism and revolutionary views 
mingled. His Buch der Lieder (Book of songs) appeared in 1827. 
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management understood it even less. He had a head on his shoulders and 
the factory needed chemists. Shouldn’t he be grateful for the scholarship 
they gave him? Had he no responsibility to the factory that paid for all his 
education? Didn’t it show a bad character and a very suspect political 
outlook, if he refused to serve the construction effort in the place the Party 
assigned him? He would surely be seen as a saboteur and perhaps put his 
whole family in danger. Tired of his father’s constant pressure, he ran away. 
He’d rather try to earn a living on a kolkhoz. At least for this vacation people 
would leave him in peace. After that he’d see. Perhaps they’d forget him. 
Perhaps it would be possible to disappear in the masses. 

“But that’s absolutely monstrous, horrible,” I exclaimed, “that they 
want you to study something which is absolutely not in your nature!” 

He didn’t seem to understand my indignation. Why would that be 
horrible? It was his fault. His mother spoiled him. And it’s true, the factory 
had paid for his education, and a rubber boot factory needs chemists…  

He went back to his admiration for Heine. But his teacher had told 
him that that was wrong too. Heine is too romantic… 

“Your teacher is a fool. Marx admired Heine. And Heine happened 
to write the most revolutionary poems of his time. But those are not in the 
Buch der Lieder. But which Russian writers do you like?”  
He named a few well-known names: Sholokhov, Fedin, Alexei Tolstoy.20 
“I mean the classics.” 

Yes, he’d read Tolstoy’s War and Peace [Vojna i mir], Gogol’s Dead 
Souls [Mjórtvyje dúshi], Turgenev’s Fathers and Sons [Otcy i deti]. 

“And Dostoyevsky? What do you think of Dostoyevsky?” 
His voice was almost inaudible. “Dostoyevsky is a giant … But in 

school we weren’t encouraged to read him…” 
“Why not?” 
“He’s decadent. Almost as decadent as Garshin!”21 
“Nonsense! Absolute nonsense! And come to that, even if he was 

decadent, can’t his work be beautiful? What do you think of Yesenin?”22 

                                                      
20 Mikhail Alexandrovich Sholokhov I1905-84), Soviet author, notably the author of Quiet flows the 
Don, begun in 1925 and completed in 1940. Konstantin Alexandrovich Fedin (1892-1977), a socialist 
realist writer, but his stories have a certain freshness. Alexei Tolstoy (1883-1945), novelist and short 
story writer, originally anti-Bolshevik (of the White Russian nobility), but he changed sides and 
flourished. He is not to be confused with Leo Tolstoy (1869, 1899) and his War and peace (Vojna i 
mir). 
21 Vsevolod Mikhalovich Garshin (1855-88), Russian short story writer who wrote about people 
with delusions, suffered from them himself, and committed suicide. 
22 Last scares the lad by inquiring what he thinks of a contemporary writer who is not officially 
approved. Sergei Alexandrovich Yesenin (1895-1925), a lyrical poet who at first hailed the 
Revolution but grew hostile to it, succumbed to depression and committed suicide. Young people 
liked his poetry, but the Party judged it too alien to the proletariat. 
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His melancholy brown eyes were wide open now, but wide open 
with fear. He looked at me as if I was the Devil himself. He jerked out: “What 
do you want of me? Are you a provocateur? I won’t talk to you any more.” 
A moment later he had disappeared into the grey mass of peasants. 
 
 
[Sebastopol] is a very grey city, built up against a hill, on top of which a 
panorama showed the siege of the city [in the Crimean War in 1855]. I went 
to see it, and it looked just as realistic and dusty as the Panorama Mesdag.23 

Other things seemed familiar to me here. One single streetcar line ran in a 
circle around the grey concrete blocks of downtown. The cars were identical 
to those on the “frog” [streetcar named De kikker] to Sloterdijk 
[neighbourhood in Amsterdam].24 No doubt the same American company 
had sold the same design to the two places. A few happy Young Pioneers 
came along with us as guides. One of them tugged at Gide’s coat: “Monsieur 
Gide, do you see our electric streetcar? Have you anything like that in 
Paris?” He was only nine or ten years old, and he was convinced that there 
could be no more modern city in the world than Sebastopol. 
 
 
[That evening Last and Gide snuck out from an endless dinner into a 
neighbouring park.] Children lay sleeping on nearly all the benches and 
even on the grass. They looked filthy and were wearing indescribable rags. 
One of them lay with his teeth chattering. Obviously he had a fever. Gide 
tried to stuff a banknote in his hand, but his filthy claw was too feeble and 
he dropped it. We had to stuff it in his pocket, for fear the other children 
would steal it from him. We asked him where he came from. He was a 
peasant lad from the Ukraine, and there was famine there. Besides, the 
winter in Sebastopol was warm. I remembered reading in the papers that it 
was proposed to introduce the death penalty for children as young as 
twelve, because of the rise in banditry. 
 
 
[While Gide, Herbart and Schiffrin left for Moscow, Last stayed in 
Sebastopol to be with their companion Eugène Dabit, who (unbeknownst 
to him) was dying there of a misdiagnosed scarlet fever.] I wandered back 
down to the harbour and got into a conversation with two or three of the 
boys who dived for pennies. […] They eagerly took the cigarettes I offered 

                                                      
23 A panorama is a painting forming a circle around the spectator. The Panorama Mesdag, in The 
Hague, depicting the coast at Scheveningen in 1880, is housed in a round building constructed for 
it. The painter H.W. Mesdag (1831-1915) was the leader of the “Scheveningen school” and devoted 
his life to seascapes. 
24 See Otto (2004). 
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them. Laughing, they asserted that they had no other clothes than the 
swimming trunks they had on. I said I couldn’t believe that. They laughed: 
“Come with us, you’ll see where we camp.” Near the harbour there was a 
quasi-Roman triumphal arch painted yellow. In the square pillars, on either 
side of the passage through it, were doors. They opened one of them. 
Behind it was a sort of oblong kennel with no window, the floor of which 
was covered with newspapers. “Here,” they said, “we sleep at night. The 
police turn a blind eye. And there in the corner is everything we possess.” 
And indeed, to describe as clothes the few threadbare rags in a little heap 
there, would have been an exaggeration. 

 
 
[Back in Moscow] 
I paid a visit to my friend Sipovitch. Even at his home, as well as at the home 
of my other friend, Volodya Bisharin, the walls seemed to sweat fear. […] 
As pompous as our arrival had been, so cool and unemotional was our 
departure. All the authorities were probably too worried about what 
awaited them, to pay much attention to us. 
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Vossenberg, from Zondereigen to Blenheim and Detroit 

Tanja Collet 

1. Introduction 

In the fall of 1927, not quite 10 years after the end of the Great War, Father 
Ladislas Segers left Belgium for Canada to work with Flemish (but also Dutch) 
immigrants in southwestern Ontario.1 On August 29, 1927, he set sail from 
Antwerp, accompanied by fellow Capuchin, Father Willibrord Pennincx, and 
arrived in Blenheim (Ontario), where he was to found the first Canadian 
settlement of the Belgian province of the Order of Friars Minor Capuchin (O. F. M. 
Cap.), on September 17, 1927. Later he would recall his departure for the New 
World as follows: 

The waving handkerchiefs on the wharf are now nearly invisible […]. Night 
falls. On the deck, together with other immigrants, I silently stare at the far-
away lights that outline the country, for which we fought so ferociously in 
hundreds of battles. A painful, lonely dream in the night.2  

(Gazette van Detroit, September 6, 1929, 9)  

Nearly a decade earlier, on August 1, 1914, just days before the German invasion, 
a mobilised Father Ladislas, then a young seminarist, had, like many other 
seminarists of the Order of Friars Minor Capuchin, volunteered for active 
participation as stretcher-bearer. After the fall of the port city of Antwerp, he was 
sent to the Yser Front where, from October 1914 until Armistice Day 1918, he had 
the grim task of clearing the wounded piotten (‘soldiers’) from the battlefield, 
without the protection of a weapon, all the while braving enemy bullets and shell 

                                                      
1 This is the text of a presentation delivered to the annual meeting of the Canadian Association for 
the Advancement of Netherlandic Studies/Association canadienne pour l’avancement des études 
néerlandaises (CAANS-ACAÉN) held at the University of British Columbia in Vancouver, British 
Columbia, on June 1-2, 2019. 
2 “De wuivende zakdoeken ginder ver aan de kaai worden onzichtbaar […]. ’t Wordt nacht. Met 
andere landverhuizers sta ik op het dek zwijgend te staren naar de verre lichten die ons aanwijzen 
waar het land ligt, waarvoor wij storm liepen in honderden gevechten. Eenzame, pijnvolle droom in 
den nacht.”  
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fire. For his many acts of bravery and heroism, he received numerous citations, 
awards and decorations. In 1915, for instance, he was personally awarded by King 
Albert the Military Cross Second Class Medal during a brief ceremony at the North 
Sea (Janssen 2004, 26), an event he recorded in his war diary as follows: 

[…] the king decorated me and shook my hand […] While he pinned the war 
cross on my chest, the king asked me where I was from and added that he 
was happy he could count on such courageous stretcher-bearers to assist 
the unlucky wounded.3            (Father Ladislas, unpublished War Diary, n.p.) 
 
 
 

 
Figure 1. Father Ladislas, between 1914 to 1918 stretcher-bearer in the Belgian army stationed at 

the Yser front. From the collection of the image bank and archives of heemkundekring (‘local 
history circle’) Amalia van Solms (covering municipalities and residential communities Baarle-

Hertog, Baarle-Nassau, Castelré, Ulicoten and Zondereigen). Reproduced with permission. 

 
                                                      
3 “[…] de koning decoreerde mij al mijne hand drukkend […] Toen de koning het eerekruis op mijn 
borst stak, vroeg hij mij van waar ik was en zei dat hij tevreden was van moedige brankardiers te 
bezitten om de ongelukkigen te kunnen helpen.”  
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The many medals, however, could not erase the trauma experienced on the front 
lines, where he had witnessed first-hand the horrors of trench warfare. 

[…] death was constantly grinning at us on that muddy killing field […].  The 
stretcher-bearers were busy […] all day long. Though we had become 
hardened, we could still be overcome by mortal fears when we had to pick 
up human bodies shot to bits and pieces, and put them in bags. And we 
were out of sorts for several days, when a comrade died in our arms in a 
horrific death agony.4               (Father Ladislas, unpublished War Diary, n.p.) 

 

 
Figure 2. Father Ladislas, Capuchin Friar, shortly after World War I. From the collection of the 

image bank and archives of heemkundekring (‘local history circle’) Amalia van Solms (covering 
municipalities and residential communities Baarle-Hertog, Baarle-Nassau, Castelré, Ulicoten and 

Zondereigen). Reproduced with permission. 

                                                      
4 “[…] de dood grijnsde gedurig boven dat slijkig doodenveld […]. De brankardiers hadden daar […] 
gansche dagen werk. Hoe verhard ons gemoed ook was, toch geraakten wij soms nog onder den 
indruk van de doodelijke angsten wanneer wij menschenlijken met stukken en brokken bijeen 
moesten rapen en in zakken vullen. Wanneer een makker in onze armen gestorven was in een 
schrikkelijken doodstrijd, dan waren wij een paar dagen uit den haak.”  
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These memories would forever haunt him. He wrote: “Later, during many feverish 
nights, these memories would come to torment me like nightmares” (Father 
Ladislas, unpublished War Diary, n.p.).5 They would impact his personal, 
professional and political life, including significantly his writings and his 
association with Flemish nationalism. Indeed, at the front, Father Ladislas had not 
only witnessed the birth of the Frontbeweging (‘Front Movement’), but had also 
experienced, on a more personal level, a growing awareness of what he described 
as the dienstbaarheid (‘servitude’) or the slavenschap (‘enslavement’) of the 
Flemish people (Collet 2017-2018). Compelled to act, he penned, while at the 
front, several articles for the Belgische Standaard, a pro-Flemish wartime paper 
widely read by the jassen (‘Flemish soldiers’), joined the Eglantierke (Father 
Ladislas, unpublished War Diary, n.p.), one of numerous study groups set up for 
the cultural and intellectual emancipation of the Flemish troops, and sympathised 
with the Blauwvoeten (‘blue foot birds’),6 student-soldiers, stretcher-bearers and 
army chaplains, who fought for the linguistic rights of the mostly Flemish piotten 
in a predominantly French-speaking Belgian army (Collet 2017-2018). 

Now back to 1927, when a war-weary but politically motivated Father 
Ladislas arrived in Blenheim (Ontario) to cater to the needs of the largely agrarian 
Flemish (and Dutch) diasporic community which, by this period, had settled 
throughout rural southwestern Ontario, as well as in the neighbouring American 
city of Detroit. It should be understood that these communities on both sides of 
the border behaved as a single institutionally complete diasporic entity; in other 
words, with their own churches, newspapers, grocery stores, bakeries, schools 
(Leamington, Blenheim), and various cultural and charitable associations. 

As a priest, Father Ladislas’ main task was to care for the spiritual welfare 
of the Vlaamse kolonie (‘Flemish community’) stretching from Blenheim to 
Chatham, Windsor, Leamington and Erieau, towns that had started to develop 
sizable Flemish immigrant populations since the 1910s. After the war, many new 
migrants, often oudstrijders (‘veterans’), settled in the area, bringing to the 
kolonie lived memories of the war, of the “injustices” done to the Flemings at the 
front, of the pressure tactics of the Frontbeweging, and perhaps more importantly 
of the political maneuvering of Flemish activists, such as Dr. August Borms. Their 
presence, stories, and newly created cultural associations led in turn to 
                                                      
5 “Later, in mijn koortsige nachten, zal dat geheugen mij nog verschrikken gelijk een nachtmerrie.” 
6 Flemish nationalist university students tended to refer to themselves as Blauwvoeten. The term 
as well as the Flemish battle cry, Vliegt de blauwvoet? Storm op zee! (‘The bluefoot flies? Storm at 
sea!’), had been popularised by the Flemish poet Albrecht Rodenbach in one of his student songs, 
but were originally coined by Hendrik Conscience in his historical novel, De kerels van Vlaanderen 
(‘The rebels of Flanders’), in which the expression is used as a secret password by the Vlaamse 
kerels – Flemish militia men who took part in a 14th century peasant rebellion against Count Louis 
de Nevers and the king of France, Philippe VI de Valois. 
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heightened Flemish sensitivities in the diasporic community, as well as to an 
increased interest in political developments in Belgium, a country very much in 
turmoil due to the Flemish question. Father Ladislas would come to play a pivotal 
role in the spread of the Flemish Movement in southwestern Ontario, through his 
involvement in community events and organizations, his lectures on the Great 
War, and his writings in the Gazette van Detroit, the main Flemish immigrant 
newspaper. 

2. Lectures on the Great War 

Soon after his arrival in Blenheim, Father Ladislas started a lecture series on 
Belgium’s role in the First World War, and specifically on the events that had taken 
place at the Yser Front. He regularly toured the small towns of southwestern 
Ontario, with a box filled with more than 150 lichtplaten (‘slides’) and a projector 
provided by fellow flamingant (‘pro-Flemish activist’) Adolf Spillemaeckers, based 
in neighbouring Detroit. Spillemaeckers was, in fact, a political firebrand, a 
representative of the Frontpartij (a post-war political party originating from the 
wartime Frontbeweging), who had been sent to North America to obtain money 
and support from the Flemish diaspora (Magee 1987). As evidenced in De 
Standaard of July 4-5, 1987, before his departure for the US, Spillemaeckers had 
purchased the slides from Ward Hermans, a war veteran and Flemish politician, 
member of the Frontpartij, who in the mid-1920s gave similar lectures, titled Met 
onze jongens aan de IJzer… (‘With our boys at the Yser…’) (ADVN – Affiche – 
VAFY95),7 to raise funds “ten bate van ‘t werk der Bedevaarten” (‘benefitting 
Flemish-nationalist initiatives for the veterans of the Yser Front’) (ADVN – Affiche 
– VAFY95). The two men, Ladislas and Spillemaeckers, were highly supportive of 
each other’s efforts and regularly corresponded with one another, often ending 
their letters with the slogan that came to represent the Frontbeweging: AVV-VVK 
or Alles voor Vlaanderen, Vlaanderen voor Kristus (‘All for Flanders, Flanders for 
Christ’) (ADVN – Fonds Vlamingen in Noord-Amerika – BE ADVN AC530). 

One of Father Ladislas’ lectures was announced in a newspaper column 
entitled “Ons Volk in Canada” (‘Our people in Canada’), and promptly reported on 
in the next issue: 

[…] Next Monday, November 11, F. Ladislas will come to Leamington to give 
a fascinating lecture about the great war in Flanders. What he will tell you 

                                                      
7 I am very grateful to the ADVN archief voor nationale bewegingen (Archief, Documentatie en 
Onderzoekscentrum voor het Vlaams-nationalisme in Antwerp) (‘archive and research institute for 
Flemish [and other] nationalist movements’) for providing full access to its archives. To facilitate 
their retrieval, I have inserted in the text the ADVN call numbers of primary sources, particularly 
posters and private letters that shed light on the events examined in this paper. 
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he has seen and heard himself during the 4 years he was stationed at the 
front as stretcher-bearer. He will illustrate his talk with 150 slides, which 
strikingly depict the battlefield in Flanders […].8 

(Gazette van Detroit, November 8, 1929, 10) 

Around half past seven the evening started with a booming rendition of the 
“Vlaamsche Leeuw” (‘Flemish Lion’, Flemish national anthem), […]. 

Afterwards, R.F. Ladislas gave his talk in stirring language that was 
powerful and to the point. […]9 

(Gazette van Detroit, November 15, 1929, 10) 

The proceeds from the lectures were channeled back to the Flemish Movement in 
Flanders via Detroit, that is to say, via Spillemaeckers (Magee 1987, 84; Clough 
1930, 283-84). In fact, in the late 1920s, the Vlaamse kolonie raised money for 
various initiatives, including the IJzertoren (‘Yser Tower’), a peace memorial along 
the Yser River in Diksmuide, inaugurated on August 24, 1930, commemorating the 
fallen Flemish soldiers. The IJzertoren remains up until today a powerful symbol 
of the Flemish Movement. 

3. Vlaanderen’s Kerels and Flandria-America 

Father Ladislas also worked closely with Flemish-minded societies. In fact, “with 
the encouragement, openly of Adolf Spillemaeckers and quietly of Father Ladislas, 
the Flemish Movement in southwestern Ontario grew more successful year by 
year from 1927 until [1931]” (Magee 1987, 77), the year Spillemaeckers returned 
to Belgium. Several Flemish-minded societies were organised on both sides of the 
border, often by former frontsoldaten (‘soldiers stationed at the Yser front’). 
Vlaanderen’s Kerels (‘rebels of Flanders’), based in Chatham (Ontario) and 
Flandria-America, operating out of Detroit (Michigan), were two such 
organizations. 

Vlaanderen’s Kerels was founded on November 29, 1928, by Victor 
Lanckriet, a businessman and regular contributor to the Gazette van Detroit. The 
association’s name refers to Hendrik Conscience’s 1871 historical novel, De kerels 
van Vlaanderen (‘The rebels of Flanders’), credited with raising Flemish 

                                                      
8 “[…] Toekomende Maandag, 11 November, komt P. Ladislas naar Leamington een prachtige 
conferentie geven over den grooten oorlog in Vlaanderen. Wat hij u vertellen zal heeft hij zelf gezien 
en gehoord gedurende zijn 4 jaren soldatenleven als brancardier op het front. Daarbij zal hij dat 
aanschouwelijk voor oogen stellen met een 150 treffende lichtplaten van het oorlogsveld in 
Vlaanderen. […]” 
9 “Om half acht werd uitgezet met een dreunende “Vlaamsche Leeuw”, […]. Daarna gaf E. P. 
Ladislas ons in een pittige, kernachtige en gesneden taal zijne voordracht. […]” 
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consciousness in the 19th century.10 Indeed, the expression became part and 
parcel of Flemish-nationalist parlance, and was moreover often used with this 
connotation by the Flemish diaspora in North America. 

Vlaanderen’s Kerels had, from the outset, a double purpose: to strive for 
the betterment of “Our People in Canada,” and “to assist the Flemish Movement 
in Flanders with the goal of supporting by our deeds the betterment of Our People 
in Flanders” (Magee 1987, 79). It counted among its membership several 
oudstrijders, whose political convictions were still very much rooted in the war 
experience. 

The association was highly critical of the Belgian state, which was very slow 
to respond effectively to post-war Flemish demands. Flemish war-time activists, 
such as Dr. Borms, for instance, were granted amnesty more than a decade after 
the end of the war, a situation that differed greatly from the more lenient 
treatment of French-language collaborators, such as the industrialist Evence 
Coppée, and which further alienated the Flemings. As for the vernederlandsing 
(‘Dutchification’) of the University of Ghent, arguably ground-zero of the language 
conflict, this divisive issue took over a dozen years to play out. These matters and 
many more were reported on in great detail and in impassioned language in the 

                                                      
10 The title of Conscience’s novel is laden with historical references, and hence rather difficult to 
translate into English. It is believed that Conscience was inspired by Kervyn de Lettenhove’s 19th 
century opus in six volumes Histoire de Flandre (‘The history of Flanders’), which considers the 14th 
century “rebellious ‘Churls’ or ‘Carles’ (Kerels) mentioned in medieval sources […] as an ethnic 
tribe, related to the Saxons” (Leerssen 2006, 206). The class conflict in which the “freedom-loving, 
oppressed” (Leerssen 2006, 206) Kerels were involved in medieval Flanders was reinterpreted by 
Kervyn de Lettenhove as a racial war between France and Flanders. Conscience’s novel, as well as 
Albrecht Rodenbach’s 19th century poems, Het lied der Vlaamsche zonen (‘The song of the sons of 
Flanders’) and Het lied der Blauwvoeterie (‘The Song of the Blauwvoeten’), adopted De Letten-
hove’s interpretation, and their ensuing popularity led to a re-emergence of the old Carle ideals of 
freedom  and self-determination. De kerel became a widely used literary motif evoking the Flemish 
hero who bravely fights for Flemish rights. Similarly, in Flemish-minded circles, de kerel became a 
symbol for Flemish determination and combativeness. As for the title of Conscience’s novel, De 
kerels van Vlaanderen, it is translated in various ways. Merriam-Webster’s encyclopedia of litera-
ture (1995, 268), for instance, proposes “The boys of Flanders,” a translation which I have retained 
in Collet (2017-2018), though it obscures the historical and Flemish-nationalist connotations of the 
novel’s title. Academic works dedicated to national movements in general and Flemish nationalism 
in particular tend to propose more historically relevant translations. The translation offered by 
Leerssen (2006, 206), and which reflects De Lettenhove’s racialised vision, The Carles of Flanders, 
is a case in point. I have, however, adopted neither translation here, preferring instead, The rebels 
of Flanders, which I hope better captures the medieval reference of De kerels van Vlaanderen as 
well as the strong Flemish-nationalist flavour with which the expression was imbued in the time 
period under consideration. 
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Gazette van Detroit of the late 1920s, which doubtlessly affected the mindset of 
the Kerels as well as of the diasporic community at large. 

Vlaanderen’s Kerels organised, among other things, yearly events to 
commemorate Armistice Day (November 11), and perhaps more significantly the 
Battle of the Golden Spurs (July 11), a medieval battle opposing French soldiers 
and Flemish peasants which, in the 19th century, became a foundation myth for 
flamingant Flemings. Vlaanderen’s Kerels often called upon Father Ladislas to give 
a blessing during these events or to say mass, as evidenced by the text from the 
following newspaper article: 

Chatham 
FLEMINGS COMMEMORATE YOUR WAR DEAD 
It has been nearly a year, and once again we are about to celebrate the 11th 
of November: Armistice Day! Let’s pay tribute to those who died! 
[…] 
[…] on Sunday, 10 November, […] mass at 2 o’clock in the afternoon at the 
same church as last year (Bless Sacrament Church), Victoria Avenue, with a 
sermon by Father Ladislas, and then a parade to the statue […] where the 
Death March will be played, followed by two speeches. 
[…] 

For Vlaanderen’s Kerels 
President, 

V. LANCKRIET11 
(Gazette van Detroit, October 25, 1929, 12) 

Father Ladislas, in turn, strongly encouraged the Vlaamse kolonie to attend these 
events, though rarely openly. Instead, he submitted pieces to the Gazette van 
Detroit, signed Vossenberg, publicising the events. The following text from an 
article dated November 1, 1929, is a good example of this: 

LET’S ALL GO TO CHATHAM! 
[….] 
Flemish veterans, Vossen,12 we will once again be commemorating our 
fallen comrades. […] 

                                                      
11 “Chatham / VLAMINGEN GEDENKT UWE DOODEN / Een jaar is bijna verloopen en weerom staan 
wij aan den vooravond van het 11de Novemberfeest: Wapenstilstand! Hulde aan onze dooden! […] 
den Zondag, 10den November, […] een lof om 2 ure namiddag in dezelfde kerk van verleden jaar 
(Bless Sacrament Church), Victoria Avenue, met sermoen door Pater Ladislas, vervolgens opmarsch 
naar het standbeeld […] alwaar de doodenmarsch zal gespeeld worden, gevolgd met twee 
aanspraken. / […] / Namens Vlaanderen’s Kerels / De Voorzitter, / V. LANCKRIET” 
12 After the war, many Flemish veterans joined V.O.S. (Vlaamse Oudstrijders), a Flemish-minded 
veteran organization founded in 1919 by former Yserfrontsoldaten. They used the acronym V.O.S., 
which spells vos (‘fox’) in Dutch, to refer to themselves.  
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Flemings of Canada, let’s all go to Chatham on November 10! Let’s join the 
parade of the Flemings, the big parade; let’s make it a grand feast for 
Flanders! 
[…] 

Vossenberg13 
(Gazette van Detroit, November 1, 1929, 10) 

Vlaanderen’s Kerels worked closely with its sister-organisation, Flandria-America, 
based in Detroit, where Father Ladislas’ close collaborator, Adolf Spillemaeckers, 
was one of the founders. 

[…] on Nov. 4, 1922, during a meeting at the house of Achiel Temmerman, 
it was decided to found Flandria-America […]. The founders were the follo-
wing gentlemen: Camiel Vanden Brulle, Achiel Temmerman, Joseph De 
Hertogh, Emiel Thomasse, Arthur Vanderhaegen, as well as Karel Wickers, 
Adolf Spillemaeckers, Bodewijn Maes, Tmiel Deckersen, [and] Ward Her-
mans, who provided assistance from Flanders.14  

(Gazette van Detroit, October 18, 1929, 12) 

Significantly, at least two of the Belgian-based founders, besides Adolf Spille-
maeckers, namely Bodewijn Maes and Ward Hermans were members of the 
Flemish nationalist Frontpartij. Both were successful politicians and served their 
party in the Belgian Parliament, from 1919-1921 and 1929-1932 respectively. 

Vlaanderen’s Kerels and Flandria-America represented the political wing of 
the Flemish Movement in North America, whereas the cultural wing was 
comprised largely of groups like Gabriel Lecluyse’s Netherlandish Dramatic Club, 
based in Windsor, Ontario. The latter produced Flemish-themed evenings of 
dance, music and plays designed to help preserve or even inculcate a Flemish 
cultural and political consciousness amongst the diaspora. The proceeds from 
these events were also donated to the Flemish Movement in Flanders (Magee 
1987, 84). 

A personal and political relationship existed between Father Ladislas and 
the aforementioned Gabriel Lecluyse, originally meeting through religious and 

                                                      
13 “OP! NAAR CHATHAM! / [….] / Vlaamsche oud-strijders, Vossen, ’t is de herdenking onzer 
gesneuvelde makkers. […] / Vlamingen van Canada, allemaal, op naar Chatham den 10 November! 
’t Is de stoet der Vlamingen, de groote stoet; ’t is het groote feest van Vlaanderen. […] / Vossenberg” 
14 “[…] op 4 Nov. 1922 op een bijeenkomst bij Achiel Temmerman werd besloten tot de stichting van 
Flandria-America […]. De stichting gebeurde met de volgende personen: De heeren Camiel Vanden 
Brulle, Achiel Temmerman, Joseph De Hertogh, Emiel Thomasse, Arthur Vanderhaegen, in 
samenwerking met de heeren Karel Wickers, Adolf Spillemaeckers, Bodewijn Maes, Tmiel 
Deckersen, [en] Ward Hermans in Vlaanderen.” 
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cultural organisations in Blenheim, and continued until Lecluyse’s untimely death 
in 1929. Father Ladislas gave a touching sermon at Lecluyse’s funeral mass, and 
Adolf Spillemaeckers a farewell speech (Gazette van Detroit, December 13, 1929, 
1). Moreover, and perhaps quite revealing of the nature of their relationship, 
under his pseudonym Vossenberg, Father Ladislas also published an impassioned 
Flemish-minded In memoriam in the Gazette van Detroit (December 13, 1929, 10). 

4. Gazette van Detroit 

In the late 1920s, the main newspaper of the Vlaamse kolonie, namely the Gazette 
van Detroit, was strongly Flemish-minded. In fact, in his 1930 account of the 
Flemish Movement, Clough (1930, 283) wrote: 

[…] few [Americans] know there is a Flemish movement. An exception 
should be made, however, in respect of the Flemish immigrants located in 
Chicago and Detroit. Those of the latter city have kept alive a certain 
consciousness of Flemish nationalism. A Flemish newspaper of Detroit, 
Gazette van Detroit, prints lengthy accounts of events concerning the 
Flemish movement. 
 

In fact, the Gazette van Detroit had successfully weathered the wartime 
censorship from both the Belgian and American authorities by adopting a pro-
Belgian passivist approach to the Flemish question (Collet 2019). In the years 
following the war, however, the editor-in-chief, Frank Cobbaert, a staunch 
daensist and supporter of the Flemish-minded Christene Volkspartij,15 allowed 
more open debate of the Flemish question to a wider spectrum within the Flemish 
Movement, from the pro-Belgian passivists to the anti-Belgian activists. As a 
consequence, the Gazette accepted a range of voices. To cite but a few examples, 
the writings of Pee Vlaming, Adolf Spillemaeckers’ penname,16 strongly argued the 
activist point of view, whereas the work of Gaston Veys conveyed more 
mainstream passivist arguments. As for Jef Dinge, he published weekly Flemish-
minded press reviews of that week’s political events in Belgium. The debate in the 

                                                      
15 Follower of Adolf Daens, a Flemish-minded priest and politician who founded the Daensist 
Movement from which originated the Christene Volkspartij in 1893. 
16 Spillemaeckers’ penname has a strong Flemish-nationalist connotation. It alludes, more or less 
cryptically, to the Flemish-nationalist epithet, Vlaamse kerel. The meaning of the last name, 
Vlaming, is clear: it refers to an inhabitant of Flanders. But the key to decoding the penname is the 
apparent first name: Pee. In the Dutch language, and particularly in the Flemish dialects, Pee is not 
a first name but a noun, in fact a synonym for kerel. In Flemish-nationalist circles of the late 19th 
and early 20th century, the latter noun, kerel, had taken on the meaning of a true Fleming, one who 
staunchly fights for his cultural, linguistic, and political rights, as the Flemish militiamen of the 14th 
century, also known as kerels, had done before him. 
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Gazette van Detroit surrounding Dr. August Borms clearly illustrated the diverse 
range of views. Borms, an activist leader and member of the Raad van Vlaanderen 
(a self-proclaimed war-time Flemish Parliament), became a martyr and symbol for 
the Flemish Movement, following his imprisonment by the Belgian State. Whereas 
for Pee Vlaming, Borms was a noble Flemish hero on a par with Pieter de Coninck 
and Jan Breydel, two legendary Flemish heroes of the era of the Battle of the 
Golden Spurs, for Veys, Borms was simply a German collaborator. Jef Dinge, for 
his part, painted a more intellectual and politically informed picture of the facts. 

Father Ladislas added his voice to the array of opinions soon after his 
arrival in Blenheim. He regularly sent in pieces to the immigrant weekly that were 
revealing of his political leanings, but under an alias, namely the aforementioned 
Vossenberg. Pieces with news about the congregation, however, advertising mass 
times, confession times and community events, such as the popular 
chickensuppers, were invariably signed Father Ladislas. In the late 1920s and early 
1930s, both pieces often appeared side by side on page 10 of the Gazette under 
the heading “Ons Volk in CANADA” (‘Our People in Canada’). 

It is safe to assume that Father Ladislas’ decision to obscure his true 
identity was in response to the continued policy of the higher clergy to deter pro-
Flemish activities among the lower clergy. In 1917, when the Belgian Army 
intensified its repression of the blauwvoeterij (‘Flemish nationalist activities’) in 
the trenches of the Yser Front, Msgr. Marinis had ordered the stretcher-bearers 
and army chaplains stationed there to immediately cease all political engagement. 
Later, after the war, an official inquiry was held to examine the role of the lower 
clergy in the birth of the Frontbeweging. Father Ladislas’ study group had been 
one of the casualties of that military repression (Collet 2017-2018), an event he 
clearly had not forgotten. In fact, in a letter sent from Blenheim to Spillemaeckers 
and dated September 18, 1928, Father Ladislas wrote: 

I was so relieved when you advised me verbally to only busy myself with 
Religion. I have to be so careful.17  

(ADVN – Fonds Vlamingen in Noord-Amerika – BE ADVN AC530) 

Vossenberg, Father Ladislas’ pen name, though generally indecipherable for the 
Gazette’s readership (only Spillemaeckers knew of the connection between 
Vossenberg and Father Ladislas), contained at least two cryptic allusions to the 
author’s true identity. It referred, on the one hand, to Father Ladislas’ birthplace 
in Belgium, namely Zondereigen, in the province of Antwerp. Indeed, Vossenberg 
is the name of a motte, or ‘man-made hill’, in the village of Zondereigen, on which 

                                                      
17 “Ik was zoo gelukkig toen ik uit Uw mond den raad vernam mij alleen bezig te houden met 
Godsdienst. Ik heb zoo omzichtig te zijn.” 



                  70
   

TANJA COLLET: VOSSENBERG, FROM ZONDEREIGEN TO BLENHEIM AND DETROIT 
 

 
Can. J. of Netherlandic Studies/Rev. can. d’études néerlandaises 40.1 (2020): 59-72 

a motteburcht, or ‘wooden castle’, once stood (Janssen 2005), and where Father 
Ladislas spent many a happy afternoon playing as a young boy. On the other hand, 
and perhaps more importantly, Vossenberg conveyed indirectly that the author 
was an oudstrijder, possibly a frontsoldaat. The word, vos, contained in 
Vossenberg, referred almost certainly to the acronym VOS, or Vlaamsche Oud-
strijder (‘Flemish veteran’). In fact, it seems quite telling that Father Ladislas used 
vos in his writings with that particular post-war meaning. 

Flemish veterans, Vossen, we will once again be commemorating our fallen 
comrades.18                                  (Gazette van Detroit, November 1, 1929, 10) 
 

 
Figure 3. Articles signed “Vossenberg” and “Father Ladislas” in the Gazette van Detroit, archived 

at the Flemish Library of the Genealogical Society of Flemish Americans, Roseville, Michigan, USA. 
Photo courtesy Tanja Collet. 

The acronym stood furthermore for a Flemish-minded organisation founded in 
1919 by Jozef Verduyn with the assistance of two fronters, Adiel Debeuckelaere 
and Hendrik Borginon, founders of the Frontbeweging: the Verbond der 
Vlaamsche Oud-strijders (VOS) (‘League of Flemish veterans’). The organisation’s 

                                                      
18 “Vlaamsche oud-strijders, Vossen, ’t is de herdenking onzer gesneuvelde makkers.” 
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main objectives were to combat militarism, and to reconcile the various streams 
within the Flemish Movement, from the minimalist Catholic flaminganten to the 
more radical activist fronters. VOS was crucial in the organisation of the yearly 
IJzerbedevaarten (‘pilgrimage of the Yser’), originally intended as a pacifist and 
anti-militarist pilgrimage to the IJzertoren to commemorate the fallen, which, in 
the 1930s, however, took on radical nationalist overtones. It is there, furthermore, 
that in 1927, Pieter Willem de Koning, chair of the Dietse Bond based in 
Amsterdam, emphasised the cultural and linguistic unity of the Flemings and the 
Dutch, a speech that was repeated in Aalst on June 10, 1928, and which was 
reproduced by Pee Vlaming in the Gazette van Detroit of July 13, 1928. 

Father Ladislas’ writings, signed “Vossenberg,” present all of the themes 
common to VOS. That they were Flemish-minded should be clear by now, and thus 
no longer needs to be illustrated. That he, a Catholic flamingant, worked closely 
with activist fronters should also need no further explanation. What does require 
attention is that his writings were in essence anti-militaristic, as can be deduced, 
among other things, from the strongly pejorative expressions he used to refer to 
the war (for example, wereldbrand [‘world conflagration’], beestige 
menschenslachting [‘barbaric human slaughter’]) and to the soldiers who fought 
in it (for example, ruwe menschendooders (‘brutal manslayers’)). He moreover 
penned pieces passionately arguing in favour of a vereenigde staten Europa’s 
(‘united states of Europe’), as a means to prevent future violence and blood shed: 

All of Europe is now focused on the dream of a united Europe. […] 
The dream […] is strong and will not die. After the world conflagra-

tion of 1914-1918, the League of Nations is tasked once again with the unifi-
cation of Europe. 

Will the dream ever come true? 
Vossenberg19 

(Gazette van Detroit, December 13, 1929, 3) 

Finally, he firmly believed in the unity of the Nederlandschen stam (‘Netherlandic 
people’) as argued by Pieter Willem de Koning and advocated by VOS.20 

Dutchmen, who believe in the greatness of a unified noble Netherlandic 
people, go to Chatham! 

                                                      
19 “De aandacht van gansch Europa staat nu op den droom van Europa een te maken. […] / De 
droom […] is taai en wil niet sterven. Na den wereldbrand van 1914-1918 is het onze Volkerenbond 
die nogmaals de eenheid van Europa wil bewerken. / Zal het ooit nog werkelijkheid worden? /  
Vossenberg” 
20 It should be noted here that Father Ladislas’ birthplace Zondereigen is part of the municipality 
of Baarle-Hertog. This Belgian municipality is quite exceptional geographically, as it is made up of 
a number of enclaves which are situated fully within the Netherlands. 
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For a great day of fraternisation! 
[…] 

Vossenberg21 
(Gazette van Detroit, November 1, 1929, 3) 

This latter conviction may have cemented Father Ladislas’ personal and 
professional relationship with community leader Gabriel Lecluyse, whose 
Netherlandisch Dramatic Club also subscribed to the brotherhood of the Flemings 
and the Dutch, within and beyond the confines of the diaspora in southwestern 
Ontario. 

5. Concluding remarks 

To conclude, it is clear from the above that Father Ladislas was a key religious 
figure in the spread of pro-Flemish activities in southwestern Ontario in the late 
1920s and early 1930s. In a July 5, 1987, interview with the Belgian daily, De 
Standaard, fellow flamingant Adolf Spillemaeckers admitted, however, that 
Flemish-minded political initiatives were gradually abandoned by the Vlaamse 
Kolonie in the 1940s, and close to completely after the Second World War. 
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Some key issues in post 9/11 journalism in the Netherlands 

Krystyna Henke 

Introduction 

Current scholarly literature draws attention to several key issues in post 9/11 
journalism in the Netherlands.1 Some of these topics in contemporary journalism 
are not necessarily unique to the Netherlands and are affecting the profession 
globally, such as the impact of the internet and a changed business model 
(Hermans, Vergeer & D’Haenens 2009); others are more particular to the 
Netherlands, including the effects of ontzuiling (‘depillarisation’) (Van de Donk, 
Broeders & Hoefnagel 2005), the influence of American values and neoliberalism 
on Dutch society, multiculturalism, and the perceived conflict between 
progressive principles around LGBTQ and women’s rights versus cultural and 
religious tolerance of immigrants (Beunders 2008; Deuze 2002, 2004; De Vries 
2004). For the sake of context, it is noteworthy that press freedom in the 
Netherlands, which is tied to the country’s reputation for observance of tolerance 
and freedom of expression – both guaranteed in the nation’s Constitution – is 
consistently ranked among the highest in the world, according to the World Press 
Freedom Index (Maris 2018; Reporters Without Borders 2016). However, scholars 
have noted areas of concern in the production of contemporary post 9/11 
journalism in the Netherlands, particularly regarding the representation and 
framing of Muslims and other visible minorities. In this paper I highlight the 
conceptualization of the racialized Other and Islam as threat frame, alongside 
right-wing populism nurtured and amplified by a journalism unable to distance 
itself from a public discourse and hegemonic worldview steeped in intolerance, 
racism, and its nation’s colonialist legacy (Deen 2018; European Commission 
Against Racism and Intolerance 2019; Said 1981; Weiner 2014; White 2008).  

                                                      
1 This is the revised text of a presentation delivered to the annual meeting of the Canadian 
Association for the Advancement of Netherlandic Studies/Association canadienne pour l'avance-
ment des études néerlandaises (CAANS-ACAÉN) held at the University of British Columbia in 
Vancouver, British Columbia, on June 1-2, 2019. 
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Seeking Islamic extremism  

For the purpose of this discussion the delimiting marker of September 11, 2001 
has been chosen in recognition of the fact that the 9/11 terrorist act, commonly 
known by the date on which hijacked planes flew into the World Trade Center 
towers in New York City and the American Department of Defense’s Pentagon 
building just outside of Washington, DC, has been a watershed event for 
journalism (Pew Research Center 2006; Van Dooremalen 2016).  
 

 
 

Figure 1. 10:00 AM. 9/11/2001. View from 5th Avenue & 13th Street, New York City. Photo and 
copyright by Guy van Grinsven. Reproduced with permission (restricted to this article only). 

As shown in Figures 1 through 5, photojournalists like Guy van Grinsven, who 
witnessed and documented 9/11 as it was happening, captured an enduring 
moment of private and collective grief amidst a senseless act of large-scale violent 
terror. Van Grinsven was later careful to point out in a documentary he made that 
the terrorist act was conceived as a deliberate response to American Middle East 
policy (Van Grinsven 2016b).2   

                                                      
2 To my knowledge, Guy van Grinsven was the only Dutch photographer on the scene who recorded 
the terrorist event, which began shortly before 9 o’clock in the morning on September 11, 2001. 
About an hour later, at 10 o’clock, he was scheduled to conduct a photo shoot at the restaurant 
Windows on the World on the 107th floor of the World Trade Center’s North tower, narrowly 
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After 9/11, a focus on Islamic extremism ensued (Komen 2014; Papaikono-
mou & Dijkman 2018). Concomitant manifestations within journalism in the Neth-
erlands of immigrants being depicted as Other in news stories, along with related 
scholarly inquiries, have raised the question of journalism’s role in the develop-
ment of Stanley Cohen’s (1972) concept of moral panics and folk devils (those onto 
whom the collectively projected guilt is thrust for – imagined and real – crimes 
and other wrongs suffered by a society) as part of the portrayal of immigrants, 
particularly Muslims, in the mainstream Dutch press, as well as on public and 
commercial national, regional, and local radio and television (Burger 2009). Often, 
immigrant allochtonen (‘aliens’) are being represented by non-immigrant 
autochtonen (‘native-born persons’) in the media through the use of these Dutch 
terms, which have been in use since the 1980s to distinguish between those who 
are immigrants and those who are native-born, Caucasian Dutch (Haghebaert 
2005; Megchelsen 2012; Weiner 2014). Emphasizing difference, as the prefix allo 
(‘different’) in Greek refers to ‘other,’ whereas auto (‘self’) denotes emic, insider 
belonging, the terms conjure up an Orientalist framework (Said 1978, 1981).  

While the existence of racism is denied as part of “the Dutch multicultural 
tolerance paradigm” (Weiner 2014, 731), an emphasis on race and ethnicity in dis-
course about minorities has been an intrinsic part of Dutch journalism, even prior 
to 9/11 (Van Dijk 1983). Although in 2016 the Dutch government decided to 
review the terminology (Leerkes & Dagevos 2016), its usage in the media is still 
ongoing (Tarrass 2020). Descriptors of race, religious affiliation, gender, or age in 
a journalistic story can create feelings of prejudice and certainly distrust and anger 
towards the Moroccan and Turkish males, who are frequently the ones to be 
identified as such in news items about undesirable, criminal immigrant males in 
the Netherlands (Brouwer, Van der Woude & Van der Leun 2017). Especially for a 
Dutch public broadcaster, whose mandate is to connect, not divide a nation, the 
crimmigration framing of immigrants is remarkable (Awad & Engelbert 2014; 
Hagoort 2010).  

According to the Pew Research Center (2006), 9/11 changed the American 
evening news. Terrorism, foreign policy, and global conflict received much more 
coverage now, while domestic issues about drugs, crime, and space and 
technology became less prominent. This trend also coincided with the wars in 
Afghanistan and in Iraq that were initiated by the United States in October 2001, 
and March 2003, respectively. Dutch media and communications studies scholars 
Ruigrok, Van Atteveldt, and Vliegenthart (2014) write, 

                                                      
escaping death by a fluke of timing (Van Grinsven 2016b). I thank Guy van Grinsven (2016a) for 
kindly allowing me to show five of his 9/11 photographs here as part of my article. 
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We found that, especially for the US, 9/11 was the defining moment: both 
normal terrorism coverage and event peaks were higher after 9/11; 9/11 
caused a permanent frame shift […] from the enemy as criminals to focusing 
on fanatical Muslims as the enemy; and 9/11 was literally used as the point 
of reference in describing later terrorism events.                                            (1) 
 

 
Figure 2. 10:28 AM. 9/11/2001. View from Thompson Street & West Houston Street, New York 
City. Photo and copyright by Guy van Grinsven. Reproduced with permission (restricted to this 

article only). 

In other words, 9/11 is used as a yardstick by which other media stories about 
terrorism are compared, while terrorism further remains a heightened presence 
in news coverage, one in which fundamentalist Muslims are the perpetrators. Post 
9/11 news reporting has a tendency to engage in scapegoating and also to divide 
the world into good and evil (Ruigrok, Van Atteveldt, and Vliegenthart 2014).  

In the Netherlands, unlike the United States, “9/11 is predominantly being 
understood by the Dutch public elite as a reason to reconsider the role of islam in 
Dutch society” (Van Dooremalen 2016, para. 9). Whereas the period after 9/11 
sees Muslims being framed as a security threat in the United States, in the 
Netherlands the character and fabric of Dutch society are described as having to 
be insulated from the influence of Islamic culture and religion, which is embodied 
by immigrants to the Netherlands. Dutch scholar in public policy and public 



KRYSTYNA HENKE: SOME KEY ISSUES IN POST 9/11 JOURNALISM IN THE NETHERLANDS 
 

77 
 

 
Can. J. of Netherlandic Studies/Rev. can. d’études néerlandaises 40.1 (2020): 73-85 

administration Peter Scholten (2013) writes, “It is noteworthy that in media 
debates, the ‘Islam as a threat’ frame came into use much earlier than it did in 
parliamentary debate […]” (109). This suggests that politicians may have been 
influenced by how journalistic stories presented Muslim immigrants in the 
Netherlands. 

Scheffer, Fortuyn, Van Gogh, Hirsi Ali, Wilders 

The literature identifies a series of focal events in the Netherlands that would 
forcefully plant themselves in the public’s imagination and take hold of the public 
conversation about right-wing populism and freedom of expression, mostly 
swirling around the issues of immigration and Islam (Cherribi 2010; Tillie et al. 
2016; Van Dooremalen 2013, 2016). In early 2000, the NRC Handelsblad news-
paper published Paul Scheffer’s (2000) indictment of Dutch multiculturalism. He 
focused on the primacy of the needs of the dominant group, depicting a threate-
ning and unsympathetic Islam, as well as concern with the growing presence of 
under-performing and unassimilated immigrants. Scheffer (2000) concluded, “The 
multicultural tragedy that is playing itself out is therefore the biggest threat to 
society’s peace” (last para.).  

A second pivotal event took place in May 2002, just days before the 
country’s general election. Mere minutes after a media interview in Hilversum, 
the hub of Dutch broadcasting, the populist, extreme right-wing, Islam-bashing 
Dutch politician Pim Fortuyn was shot and killed by environmentalist and animal 
rights activist Volkert van der Graaf for wearing fur and ridiculing the movement’s 
concerns.  

Then, in November 2004, the Dutch filmmaker Theo van Gogh, who was 
an ardent supporter of Fortuyn and an Islam-critic himself, was assassinated on a 
street in Amsterdam by a young Muslim, Mohammed Bouyeri, for having made a 
highly provocative anti-Muslim film, Submission, with outspoken anti-Islam 
politician Ayaan Hirsi Ali.  

Two months earlier, the extreme right-wing, anti-Islam and anti-immigrant 
politician Geert Wilders had split from a center-right, liberal party, the Volkspartij 
voor Vrijheid en Democratie (‘People’s party for Freedom and Democracy’) or VVD, 
eventually launching the nationalist and far-right political party, the Partij Voor de 
Vrijheid (‘Party For Freedom’) or PVV, in 2006.  
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Figure 3. 11:21 AM. 9/11/2001. View from West Broadway and Leonard Street, New York City. 

Photo and copyright by Guy van Grinsven. Reproduced with permission (restricted to this article 
only). 
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While Islamophobia has seen a distinct post 9/11 spike (Sheridan 2006), 
the commercial nature of the media and the fierce competition among media 
outlets and publications to remain solvent has contributed to a change in the 
performativity of political communication. As Dutch media historian Huub Wijfjes 
(2009) observes, journalists have given conflict-seeking politicians an enormous 
media platform due to the trend to deliver entertaining and dramatically 
interesting news items. Calling it mediatization or media logic, Wijfjes (2009) 
explains, 

The essential idea of this concept is that political practices in democratic 
societies are increasingly forced to adapt to the narrative structures and 
principles of form that are dominant in strongly commercialized, market-
driven media practice. […] In media logic, journalists do not mediate politics 
through rationally structured information (for example, by giving a reliable, 
naturalistic account of a meeting or debate), but through dramatic imaging. 
(ix) 
 

This means that conflict is seen as attractive and is sought after for media stories. 
A meta-analysis by media scholars Piet Bakker and Peter Vasterman (2013) of the 
relationship between the highly contentious Wilders and the media that covered 
him confirms that controversy generates news value and that a politician’s media 
exposure results in an increase in supportive voters. Sam Cherribi (2010), a Dutch-
Moroccan sociologist and former Member of Parliament in the Netherlands, 
argues that Fortuyn, too, owed his populist success to the attention he received 
from the media. Politicians as well as journalists encourage sound bites and 
posturing that has entertainment value and exploits emotionality. Sociologists 
Van Dooremalen, Duyvendak, and Houtman (2013) have noted since 2001 a 
radical change in the tone of Dutch political culture, including its coverage, 
whereby “[t]he traditional constellation has turned upside down” (1), becoming 
rather polarized in style and simultaneously allowing for less divergence in content 
in debates about immigration and integration. As they write, formerly, “the 
country has had a highly stable political history, through many centuries: a 
consensual political style, in combination with polarization of content” (Van 
Dooremalen, Duyvendak, & Houtman 2013, 1). Whereas in the past, those with 
different opinions would express them, yet ultimately come to an agreement, now 
polarization is entrenched and prohibitive of the development of nuanced 
thinking.  These researchers, too, attribute such black and white positioning to the 
mediatization of politics, whereby now “politics is represented in the form of a 
play” (22). As seen in the discussions by and about Fortuyn and Wilders, overt 
expressions of racism, rather than being frowned upon, add to the sensational, 
spellbinding character of political reporting. According to Scholten (2013), the 
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Dutch public had always harbored intolerant views; however, the established 
elite, including journalists and mainstream politicians, had managed to repress 
“the ‘voice on the street’” (109). Vasterman concurs that the public sphere, as 
conceptualized by Habermas (1962), is fertile ground for intolerance, precisely 
because for many years Dutch journalists had ignored some of the population’s 
xenophobic rumblings, going out of their way in their journalistic, often leftist-
oriented work to uphold an initial government vision of a tolerant, multicultural 
model in the Netherlands (Scholten 2013; Peter Vasterman in discussion with the 
author, April 24, 2017). Some thirty years earlier, Dutch discourse scholar Teun 
van Dijk (1983) identified that minorities were framed negatively by the media. 
Hardly isolated incidents, wrote van Dijk (1983), they were “systematic 
expressions of a racist society. The traditional self-image of Dutch ‘tolerance’ turns 
out more and more to be a myth” (9). The work of sociologist Melissa Weiner 
(2014) on Dutch racism establishes a connection to the insufficiently acknow-
ledged colonial legacy of the Dutch. 
 

 

Figure 4. 12:15 PM. 9/11/2001. Firefighters at West Street & Harrison Street, New York City. 
Photo and copyright by Guy van Grinsven. Reproduced with permission (restricted to this article 

only). 

In addition, according to Dutch journalism scholar Tabe Bergman (2014a, 2014b), 
it is important to underline that journalists as a collective in the Netherlands are 
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also victims of a political economy, much like American media have been caught 
up in wittingly or unwittingly supporting corporate and political power (Herman & 
Chomsky 2002/1988). Bergman (2014a, 2014b) argues that the propaganda model 
put forward by media critics Edward Herman and Noam Chomsky (2002/1988) in 
their seminal work Manufacturing Consent to explain media bias in favour of 
political and economic elites should be applied to the Dutch media landscape. 
Bergman (2014a, 2014b) explains how the propaganda model’s five filters affect 
Dutch journalism. For one, concentrated private corporate ownership of 
newspapers, news agencies, and broadcasting, affects the journalism that is 
produced. Secondly, reliance on advertising rules out a critical stance towards 
capitalism. Thirdly, journalists are dependent on sources and furthermore 
estimates suggest they are outnumbered three, four, or five to one by public 
relations professionals. Fourthly, journalists may have to contend with negative 
feedback from powerful entities. Finally, a pro-market, neoliberal ideology 
demands and creates a journalism that promotes consumerism and nationalism.  

Conclusion 

The Dutch media’s framing of the immigrant foreigner as a menacing ‘other’ can 
be understood as part of a worldview in support of an empire that still yearns for 
the echoes of a colonial, extractive past of Eurocentric hegemony (Shadid 2005; 
Weiner 2014). As Dutch-Palestinian anthropologist and intercultural 
communication scholar Wasif Shadid (2005) writes, reporters tend to fall back on 
simplistic dichotomies in their portrayal of Islam, which is presented as “static, 
undemocratic and backwards” (334), while the West is seen as “modern, dynamic 
and democratic” (334).3 Further, the research by Weiner (2014) into historical and 
contemporary Dutch racism and racist denial shows that, “Discourses throughout 
the media, in sports, advertising, newspapers, and television broadcasts, all 
exhibit discursive racism distancing a naturalized White Dutch population from 
stereotypical essentialized ‘others’ within the national borders” (733). 

Writing a decade after 9/11, the young Dutch journalist Ariënne 
Megchelsen (2011) advocated for a more multicultural journalistic profession, 
pointing out that while about a quarter of the then population in the Netherlands 
consisted of immigrants, only two per cent of the 14,000 journalists in the 
Netherlands were immigrants. She found that a major cause of “negative 
reporting about ethnic minorities is due to the reliance of ‘white’ journalists on 
sources within their mostly non-immigrant network” (6).  In a study of Dutch 
journalists conducted a few years later, only 27.7% of them felt that it was very 

                                                      
3 “Zo komt dan een statische, ondemocratische en achterlijke islam tegenover een moderne, 
dynamische en democratische westerse wereld te staan.” 



                  82
   

KRYSTYNA HENKE: SOME KEY ISSUES IN POST 9/11 JOURNALISM IN THE NETHERLANDS 
 

 
Can. J. of Netherlandic Studies/Rev. can. d’études néerlandaises 40.1 (2020): 73-85 

important that they “promote tolerance and cultural diversity” (Hermans 2016, 
2). In closing, I turn to postcolonial theorist Edward Said (1981), who warned 
against the West’s temptation of a recolonizing effort and strongly urged its 
disavowal:   

But underlying every interpretation of other cultures – especially of Islam – 
is the choice facing the individual scholar or intellectual: whether to put 
intellect at the service of power or at the service of criticism, community, 
dialogue, and moral sense. This choice must be the first act of interpretation 
today, and it must result in a decision, not simply a postponement. If the 
history of knowledge about Islam in the West has been too closely tied to 
conquest and domination, the time has come for these ties to be severed 
completely.                                                                                             (172-173)  

 

 

Figure 5. 12:25 PM. 9/11/2001. Firefighters at West Street & Harrison Street, New York City. 
Photo and copyright by Guy van Grinsven. Reproduced with permission (restricted to this article 

only). 

While Said’s admonition to reject an imperialist worldview has taken on renewed 
urgency in the present climate, it risks being ignored. Upon Said’s death, Dutch 
anthropologist Peter van der Veer (2003) wrote about “[t]he generally negative 
attitude towards Edward Said in the Netherlands” (33), as well as Said’s limited 
impact in the Netherlands amidst “the rising demand for a renewed imperialism” 
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(33) there and elsewhere. In spite of journalism’s watchdog role in society and its 
invaluable contribution in holding power accountable and informing a public that 
has come to rely on journalism’s truth telling (Deuze 2004; McQuail 2013; Peters 
& Broersma 2016), understanding the structural contemporary and historic forces 
that shape a nation’s journalistic framing practice may be a necessary step 
towards the decolonization of the journalistic representation of allochtonen 
(‘aliens’) post 9/11. This remains one of the major issues embodied in Dutch 
journalism’s treatment of visible minorities in the Netherlands today. 
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