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Josien Buys wondered that afternoon, was she in a somber mood or was she very content? But, as a 

healthy girl of 23 years old she did not want to be absorbed by that question. The date was Wednesday, 

October 1, and her birthday had just been celebrated last night. Now, at eight o’clock in the morning 

her three young brothers had left in a rowboat to a small tributary to catch eels. They had told her that it 

was the right kind of weather for it; the weather report of the radio had said that it would not rain. 

Together they had had their breakfast on board the river vessel “Katrijn” where they lived. Were, the 

oldest boy had said grace and Josien had read some passage from the Bible. They had quickly cleaned 

the flap-table and washed up together. That was how it went every morning, since father Buys had 

suddenly departed this life. So they had adopted a number of simple tasks and habits as self-evident to 

keep their home together without spending any words over it. However, they did miss father Buys, the 

skipper of the vessel Katrijn, the name that he had painted on the bow in remembrance of his wife and 

their mother. They all resembled much their father and they knew it: Josien, Wim, Piet and Bram. 

Mother had drowned already several years ago during a tempest at the Hollands Diep. They had 

continued on board, and there was usually enough to do with transporting goods and all kinds of 

products. 

Josien drank yet a cup of tea and went quickly up some steps to the deck of the ship, putting some 

tools aside and cleaning a seat. That day an elderly man would come to inspect and repair the sails. She 

looked out over the wide river, where two streams came together, but there was not much interesting to 

see. Freight ships were yet loading, the small fishing-boats had passed by already earlier in the morning 

with their catches of plaices and haddocks. There were a few black-headed gulls that flew in the 

direction of the sea. Josien went back downstairs and put on her new black woolen jersey, which she 

had recently hand-knitted. Then she went over the small landing stage ashore, where she took a seat on 

a facing of piles, enjoying the pure air. She had no need for talks with strangers passing by. She never 

felt alone but on the contrary happy and blessed by the Lord with her good health and the sympathy of 

her young brothers. She gave the boys the lessons they needed, with the help of a correspondence 

course. The study material she picked up each time when the Katrijn came in the neighborhood of the 

city of Arnhem. Then she would jump on her old bike and go to the post office, where she had a 

postbox for all her mail, which she collected. Sometimes, when they reached a town where there was a 

Reformed church that was not modern, they could go there on a Sunday, but they seldom knew that in 

advance. The timetable could always be changed by the demands of customers and the kind of goods 

they had for transport (they could be perishable). 

The Katrijn was well maintained. Josien had taken care of it that its reputation would not suffer by 

neglect or carelessness. There was enough room for the quartet of Buys; it would appear that the 

shipbuilder had once made it for them. The floor covering was made of vinyl tiles, because that was 

easy to keep clean. Josien had the room that her parents had. The boys had a room with three beds and 

a table at which they could make their homework; they helped each other and made good progress—the 

supervising teachers of the correspondence school gave them high marks for all subjects. When they 

went through small canals with many bridges, the boys helped on deck. They had to blow the horn to 

warn the bridge-keepers who had to make room for the ship to pass; in some cases they had to do that 

themselves. When the weather was fine, it was fun for the boys to do this, but when there was a 

rainstorm, it was a difficult and risky job. In wintertime, with ice and snow it could be close to 

impossible, which caused serious delays. Josien had a belt with a mobile telephone and a knife, which 

her father had always used. During the summer-months, standing behind the steering wheel, she wore a 

hat with a wide brim against the sun and sunglasses when the water glittered very much. When 

something out of the ordinary happened, she wrote that down in the evening in her diary that lay next to 



the bills of lading and the sailing list. She had been taught, to be careful with the administration. There 

was a notebook hanging on a nail above the big compass of the Katrijn. Involuntarily Josien thought 

about her uncle in Australia, who had stopped writing her since she had told him at some length about 

her faith and her constant trust in God... She had also a niece in Sweden, who always sent her once a 

year a birthday card from somewhere in the world, but never wrote her a letter. 

•••• 

By the time the boys came back, the wind had freshened up. After the departure of the man who 

had repaired the sails, Josien had turned the ship and fastened it to a mooring buoy. They had a big lot 

of eels and had cleaned them already, so that they were ready to cook. Josien helped them with the 

frying. The boys were cock-a-hoop over their success. There was enough eel and bread for all four. 

After the meal the boys fetched some buckets water out of the clean river and washed themselves 

properly before they went to bed, tired and satisfied. Josien had put fresh sheets on their beds. Early the 

following morning they had to travel again. Probably they would not need to use the small engine 

which was at the rear of the ship, because the wind came from the south. Josien wanted to hoist the 

sails as soon as it would dawn. 

•••• 

In the city of Arnhem the Katrijn got a lot of inboard cargo of cement in sacks, portions of which 

had to be delivered in a list of towns, like Deventer, Zwolle, Dalfsen, Meppel, Assen and Groningen. 

The ship came to draw nearly seven feet of water. Josien hoped and prayed that the weather would 

remain favorable. She went quickly on her bike to the post office in the center of the city and emptied 

there her post office box. She noticed that amongst the mail there was a thick air mail envelope, from 

Sweden, which had many postmarks and remarks written next to them. It had gone from one place to 

another till it reached Amhem; that had taken a month. It was addressed in this way: 

To captain Minus Huys, ship katnijn, on a river in The Netherlands... 

Josien found a seat on a bench and opened the scratched envelope carefully. She laid the letter 

unfolded on her lap. 

It was written by her niece Klaartje Westma, who obviously did not yet know that Josien’s father 

had died. She wrote: 

Dean Minus, 

 

Several times I tried to begin this letter, but each time I had soon to stop, because I got a lot of pain in 

my back, and then later I did not have the strength or the courage to begin again. Not that I have any 

secrets, or that I want to hide anything from you. 
 

I feel ashamed that during several years I have not taken the time to write. Please, forgive me. I have 

been very busy, doing many things for people who needed my help. Perhaps you do remember that I 

had at the time a girlfriend who persuaded me to join a number of very active and self-sacrificing 

Christians, who wanted to bring the Gospel to other countries. I was not sure, whether I could do it, but 

God gave me the courage and the strength and the wisdom. I dare to say that sometimes He laid the 

words in my mouth. I discovered that it is true, that with God you can jump over hurdles and walls. I 

overcame all kinds of difficulties, including expressing myself in different languages, under what you 

would say impossible circumstances. I guess that you have also had your problems and 

disappointments to overcome and you will somehow have had that kind of experience. 
 

I have been in Laos, Cambodia and Thailand. I spoke with wounded soldiers, refugees who were very 

ill, and dying orphans in forgotten places, amid the ruins of farms and villages. Several times I had to 

flee for Communist terrorists or frantic Moslems. I was often in peril. I had to climb over high 

mountains, where the air was so thin, that I had difficulty with breathing. As you know, I am asthmatic. 

But there are circumstances that have no choice, and it is the Lord who helps you to come through it. 
 



I have assisted nurses and doctors in places where nobody ever had heard about God and Jesus Christ. 

I love to tell them all about our faith in a way that they could understand, a kind of elementary 

evangelism. Doing this I had to learn languages and dialects in a primitive and tiring way. But I barely 

had the time to found a Bible class, when I had to flee again because a war zone shifted in our 

direction and we came in the firing line. Besides, I saw in Vietnam how the heathen have murdered and 

burnt down whole villages and towns uncompromisingly. 
 

A couple of times I have been very ill and had to go back to Sweden for treatment and after that as soon 

as possible back at work. 
 

I made acquaintance with missionaries of an Overseas Missionary Fellowship and members of a Swiss 

Mission's Bible College. When I was in Cambodia I received spontaneous help of a Kmer Evangelical 

Fellowship Church when I was robbed of everything, except my Bible. 
 

 Josien noticed that her eyes became moist of emotion. She felt kind of upset to read all this, 

while she had not suspected that the Christian faith of Klaartje Westma was so strong that she was 

willing to risk life and property to serve the Lord. Surprising? God had given her and Klaartje each 

another task in life, at different places and in a different way. Josien would have liked to write her, if 

she had known where she was and what she was doing, but probably her letters would not even have 

reached her in those far-away and turbulent countries. She continue to read: 
 

I am laying in bed in my flatlet in Stockholm. I contracted a tropical disease against which the doctors 

can not yet do much, but a consulting physician in the hospital assured me that it will be possible to get 

me on my legs again. He explained that my body was terribly pulled down overseas by the heat, dirty 

water, not enough food, etc. I have given an interview to a couple of journalists about my experiences 

and that has been published in a newspaper. I could send it to you but you would probably not be able 

to read it because it is in Swedish. I wished I could see you now on your ship on the water. 
 

Two months ago I paid a short visit to France because I wanted to see two small Reformed churches 

founded by young Christian ministers I had met in Cambodia. They have a lot of energy and bring the 

Gospel with gladness. However, they were bitter about the bad influence of modernist clergymen all 

over the place. They have killed the faith of many people who were members of churches of a variety of 

denominations. It is shocking. I have also seen it here, man churches are almost empty, they stand there 

yet like historic monuments. The people are more interested in materialistic things. They call that trend 

modern and do not want to be called conservative. 
 

Now about Cambodia... I have been told that about 1,000 Christians survived the acts of war, the 

tortures and the criminalites of the Communists. Some Swiss missionaries trained some people in the 

mountains of Laos to keep the congregations and the preaching going, before they had to flee. The 

latest news is that in the whole of these countries there are now 15,000 Christians. In Vietnam are two 

ministers from Australia officially allowed to work again. This is encouraging. Pity that Moslems are 

entering, who are supported by the rich Arabian nations. 
 

Well, Rinus, how is it meanwhile with you and your family? Do the children help you? What are their 

ages now? Does Josien the administration? The ship still in a good condition? 
 

Klaartje had written her address in Roman letters under her letter. Josien had to tell her, that father 

was no longer alive and that she looked after the boys. She would mention her telephone number. 

Josien saw herself suddenly confronted with what was going on in the world. She saw Klaartje still 

in her mind like she had been, the last time that she saw her, spending a week on board. In those days 

the ship was still pulled by a horse. 

She thought, what would happen if she became ill and the boys would have to cook for themselves. 

Suppose that a doctor would say that she had to go to a hospital. Would she be as brave as Klaartje 



was? She did not have life insurance, only some money at the bank reserved for sudden repairs on the 

ship, and there was also something in a little box on board. She wondered, would this be the right time 

to get Piet more involved in writing invoices and doing the bookkeeping? It should not be too difficult 

for him to get an idea of the paperwork. 

She walked back to the ship with her bike at her right hand and a bag with groceries on her left arm. 

The sun gave the river a beautiful glow, with the white clouds above it. The Katrijn rocked gently on 

the undulating water, which sometimes could be so wild. This day it was quiet. 

Josien said to herself that the same evening she would start to write a letter to Klaartje. Perhaps she 

looked forward to hearing something from The Netherlands. Anyhow, the boys needed not to suffer 

under the letter. Back on board she looked at the cover of the family Bible, where it said that the Lord 

would give you peace in all kinds of ways. It was the kind of peace she still had in her heart, even 

though she felt to be insignificant in comparison with Klaartje. Her world was small, without big 

adventures and risks; that thought preyed on her mind. 

Standing on the gang-board, she had more trouble than usual with getting her bike back on board. 

But she softened when she saw two pigeons walking on the deck, inquisitively looking around and 

unafraid of her. Weren’t they symbols of the peace the Bible meant? 

She closed the hatches, above the bags with cement. The boys had cleaned them already with a 

broom. Their teamwork was a blessing. The pigeons followed her and she fed bread crumbs to them. 

She found the boys back involved in playing Monopoly in the wheel house, while sitting on the 

floor; there was just enough space for them. They were still enjoying life every day as it came to them. 

They saw many people passing by in big and in small harbors, landing stages, factories, sluices and 

building sites, wherever the Katrijn came to pick things up or to deliver; an almost endless stream of 

faces and names with or without exchanging some words. They had become used to it. Next to the 

helm hung, screwed tight on the oak panel, a framed photo made at the day their parents were married. 

Wim, the oldest boy, often looked at that photo, but he did not tell the others what he was thinking. 

Josien looked in turn at him. He was now older, and she noticed that when they came in a church he 

gazed sometimes at a girl he saw, and she smiled. She wondered, would he perhaps have a preference 

for a particular kind of girl? But she did not ask him this; perhaps he would feel embarrassed. 

They had a pleasant evening together, but as soon as the boys had gone to bed, Josien started to 

write to Klaartje. It kept her busy till midnight because there were so many things to tell about the past 

years that they had not seen each other. 

On board the next day would be about the same as the last one, more or less, she thought. The ship 

had to move, with or without wind, and she would have to get it through the opened bridges with the 

help of the boys like they had done many times before. Would Klaartje find that interesting? Josien 

would have to provide coffee or tea at the discharging berths or unloading platforms; it was part of the 

job, to show kindness and appreciation. Sometimes she would suddenly get extra freight. In fact 

transport by ship was cheaper than by road. Sometimes she got a call over the mobile telephone only a 

couple of hours in advance; that meant pressure for the timetable. The Lord provided in many ways, 

even when something broke down or the boys had a cold; they needed not to worry. People who got to 

know them admired their courage. 

*****  

When Josien became twenty-nine years old, she married a minister of the Liberated Reformed 

Churches of The Netherlands in a village called Smilde, in the province of Drente. He was the son of a 

carpenter, who had once done some repair work on the ship after a collision. Wim followed a training 

course at the nautical college, got his Diploma, which opened the way for him to a job at the bridge of a 

big freight steamer, traveling up and down between Rotterdam and New York. Piet went to the 

horticultural college in Bodegraven and became after that the manager of a tree nursery in 

Dedemsvaart. Bram was enabled to study at the University for Economy in Rotterdam Josien financed 

it by selling the Katrijn. They all praised the Lord for His guidance and protection. ❖ 
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