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Chapter 3 

Toon as a Beggar-by-the-Sea 
 

All hands in your desks…. Slates on the desk!” One hundred slates came out of the desks 

and were noisily laid on top. Teacher De Liefde waved his hand and everything was quiet. 

“Clean your slates.” 

That started a loud rustling in the class. The children of the first and some of the middle 

rows took out their sponge boxes, took out the little sponge, and began to wipe out the sums of 

the morning lesson. The students dried the slates with a small chamois. The sponge boxes were 

often show-pieces decorated with all kinds of cute figures. The owners were very proud of them. 

The children who could not afford the luxury of a sponge box had their own method of 

cleaning their slates. They spit a little bit on the slate, wiped off what they had written with their 

sleeve, and wiped their slates dry on their black stockings. 

When all that was finished, the children were given instructions to copy the poem of the 

morning that was still on the board. The scraping of a hundred slate-pencils sounded through the 

stuffy room. 

In the meantime, Teacher De Liefde left his chair and walked along the long rows spying 

on each student. Sometimes he wiped out a letter and wrote it over for the student. Sometimes he 

took a small, grimy hand in his own big white hand and ‘steered’ it along. 

“Lift your hand quickly; put it down lightly,” he said, over and over again. Occasionally 

he discovered that a boy or girl did not write as neatly as he or she could. That one received a 

sharp rap of a ruler on the knuckles. 

Suddenly the instructor stood still by Toon’s seat. “What kind of bungling is that for a 

boy who can write so well?” he cried angrily, and he gave the boy two raps on the fingers. “Ow, 

Ow,” howled Toon, but it didn’t help. He had to wipe his slate clean and write the poem over 

again. The class was surprised because everyone knew that Toon could write beautifully. Now he 

was the last one to finish. 

After the writing lesson followed the reading lesson. Cornelis van Ravenswaay was given 

the first turn. He sat up a little straighter and began to read. 

“Lotje was a very kind, friendly and understanding girl, and all the girls who played with 

her liked her. If other children were naughty or mischievous, Lotje would say to them: ‘Shame 

on you, children, you must not be naughty. We should play nicely together. Then Father and 

Mother will love us, and then we can be happy and content. ’” 

“Well read, Cornelis,” said the teacher approvingly, while he added the admonition: 

“Remember that also boys can take this noble Lotje as an example!”
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 He cleared his throat in a 

dignified manner. The teacher then ordered Toon to continue reading. But there was only a 

painful silence. Everyone looked at Toon, whose eyes rapidly raced over the lines, but with a 

growing sense of despair. 



“The little fellow Bollebakker does not know where we are.” The voice sounded slow 

and threatening. “One more neglect of his duty and he will get a more severe punishment! Zadok 

Pakkendrager, you read!” 

Dokkie sniffed his snotty nose and read with a droning voice the goody-goody tale of the 

exemplary Lotje. 

Cornelis thought that he could allow himself a bit less attention since he had now had his 

turn to read. Carefully he opened his sponge box. It did not smell very good. He gave his 

neighbor Maarten a poke. Maarten looked over and glanced at Cornelis’ sponge box. 

There was a big bean inside the sponge box which was beginning to germinate in the 

moisture. Both boys snickered silently and quickly turned back to their reading lesson, because 

they had to keep up with Dokkie. 

The bean in Cornelis’ sponge box reminded Maarten of the brown beans that Toon had 

eaten at lunch, and it gradually dawned on him what Toon’s problem was: He had eaten too 

many brown beans! 

When Maarten saw Toon’s red face and his restless moving back and forth in his seat, his 

suspicion became a certainty. On the one hand, he felt sorry for the unfortunate fatty; on the 

other hand he had to put forth an effort to suppress his enjoyment of Toon’s misery. After a few 

other girls were allowed to read, the books were again put away. 

Teacher De Liefde sat once more behind his desk. After he tapped his desk twice, the 

room was completely quiet. “Children, what day is it today?” he asked after a few moments. 

Cornelis raised his hand “Good Friday, Teacher!” 

“No, no, I do not mean that,” said the instructor, almost shocked. He was forbidden to 

speak of the Christian faith in the public school. To do so was regarded as intolerable by Jewish 

and unbelieving parents.
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Dokkie gave the answer that the instructor wanted: “April 1, 1836.” “Splendid! This 

afternoon I am going to tell you about another April 1 from our wonderful past national history. 

Be sure to listen attentively!” 

They now became as quiet as a mouse. An extra story, especially from their national 

history — who could ever have dreamt of a treat like that? Their eyes shone. 

And from the moment that Teacher De Liefde began his story of the capture of Den Briel 

by the Beggars-of-the-Sea on April 1, 1572, the children hung on his words.
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Only the unfortunate Toon focused his attention on something quite different. Maarten’s 

suspicions were only too correct. That noon at home, Toon had offered to “empty the pan,” 

something the gluttonous boy now regretted. He had the feeling as if his stomach was in an 

uproar, while sharp cramps tortured him. 

Should he ask permission to be excused to go to the toilet behind the school? But that 

would disturb the story and would only make both the teacher and the children angry. 

If only he had asked earlier! Outside, the tower clock struck half past two, but Toon was 

the only one who noticed it. 

The instructor and the children were living in the anxious past. But Toon was thinking 

only of the anxious present and the likely anxious future. Then suddenly a new and stronger 

cramp seized the poor boy. 

The perspiration broke out on his forehead. Desperately he looked at the instructor, who 

noticed nothing in the excitement of his story. 



“Then Simon the Rich
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 called out: ‘Let’s use the key of Holland, men!’ The Beggars-of-

the-Sea took a huge mast they had taken down from one of their ships and rammed it against the 

gate of the city. ‘Boys…, one blow, two blows, and then the last one.’” 

At that very moment things became too much for the miserable Toon. He jumped out of 

his seat, and as the Beggars-of-the-Sea raced into the city, Toon raced with them, but out the 

back door of the room. 

For a few seconds the class was completely speechless. Suddenly someone burst out 

laughing. Then the laughter of the class resounded so loudly that it could be heard at the 

Kerkbrink. A couple of boys literally fell out of their seats laughing. 

Maarten took advantage of the frenzy. He got up from his seat and out of pure mischief 

held his pant legs together as he marched out. That was his second mistake of the day. 

Teacher De Liefde, who at first was completely stunned by the sudden chaos he saw in 

his class, came out of his chair with a start. Immediately the tumult settled down and gave place 

to an anxious silence. Maarten now sat like the rest, like a wax image, but it was too late. 

Teacher De Liefde could stand a joke, but this disrupting of his story made him angry. 

“Boelhouwer, come here!” he roared, while he picked up the rod from his chair. Shortly 

the feared means of discipline was applied rigorously to the back of Maarten’s trousers. 

The boy pressed his lips firmly together, although the tears trickled down his cheeks. 

Just as the chastisement was finished, the back door opened and Toon appeared upon the 

threshold, embarrassed and afraid. 

The teacher called him next to his chair where Toon had to hold out both hands. 

He received a few blows of the rod on each hand, which made him moan with pain. The 

teacher took both of the boys by their collars and set them in the hall, after which he returned to 

the room to try once more to take up the thread of his story. 

And so the Beggars-of-the-Sea finally came with great difficulty and pain into the city of 

Den Briel. 

 

Endnotes 
1
 This is another illustration of the moralistic teachings, which were the only religion the pupils 

received in the State Schools in the years before the Afscheiding. All religion was said to be 

nothing more than living a moral and exemplary life. 
2
 These were not public schools such as we have in America. They were church schools in fact, 

but were supported by the government, for the church was a state church. Christianity, except in 

the bland form of moralistic teachings, might not be taught. Although the government officially 

supported the Reformed Churches, the government also practiced toleration of other religions. So 

as not to offend the students of other religions, teachers were forbidden to teach the Christian 

faith. 
3
 The Beggars of the Sea were Dutch sailors in the early history of the struggle for Dutch 

independence from Spain. When the Reformation came to the Lowlands, Spain attempted to 

eradicate it by terrible persecution. The Dutch, under the leadership of William the Silent, fought 

back. They were, however, hopelessly outnumbered and their cause seemed often to be hopeless. 

But the Dutch were known for their ship building skills and for their daring and skilled 

seamanship. Some of these sea-faring ships armed themselves and harassed Spanish shipping. 

Often they captured Spanish ships, turned them into their own use, and prevented the wealth of 

foreign lands from entering Spanish ports. They sank armed vessels in daring attacks, raided 

coastal cities and plundered them, and kept Dutch hopes alive. A sort of turning point in the war 



was the capture of Den Briel by these Sea Beggars, for it gave the Dutch armies a foothold from 

which to launch land attacks against Spanish troops. At a later date, these Sea Beggars, sailed 

their ships overland when the dikes were broken and came to the aid of the city of Leiden which 

city had been nearly starved into submission by Spanish troops. 
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 A captain of the Beggars who was leading the attack on Den Briel. 
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