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Chapter 13 

Along the Edge of the Abyss 
 

The family of Evart Splint had just had a new baby born into their family. But they were very 

poor and had not enough money to pay all their expenses. This was not because the father did 

not work. He worked as a weaver. But he did not receive enough pay from his employer (even 

though they both went to the same church) to support his family. He had asked the deacons for 

some help. Jacob Bollenbakker, a deacon, had come to visit them. He had refused any help and 

had scolded them for not making the wife and children work more hours. Evart Splint had 

angrily sent Jacob scurrying away from the house, but Jacob sanctimoniously congratulated 

himself on saving money for the church. 

 

This Jacob Bollebakker was the father of Toon, whom we met already in the first chapter. 

Maarten had run into a fishmonger while running away from Toon. Maarten did not want to talk 

to Toon, because Toon was always bragging about how rich they were. Jacob was referred to as 

“Father Jacob” because he always used a very unctuous voice when he was admonishing other 

members of the church, something which he frequently did. 

 

Fifteen minutes after “Father Jacob” departed, Evart Splint put on his cap and went 

outside. Rarely did he leave his home at night, and certainly on Saturday nights he wanted to be 

with his family. But now he needed a breath of fresh air. 

Aimlessly he walked in the direction of the Kerkbrink, his wooden shoes scraping sharply 

on the rough gravel. 

At the Kerkbrink the Saturday evening business was in full swing. Everywhere stood 

groups of men talking and laughing, many already dressed in their best clothes. Splint turned 

right along the Kerkstraat, where it was still darker. The barbershops were packed with people, 

and also the Jewish shopkeepers, now that their Sabbath was over, had opened their doors. Large 

groups of young men and girls walked up and down the Kerkstraat, shouting and laughing. 

A crowd was gathered at the Zeedijk. A house was being fumigated for bugs. On orders 

from the landlord, the inhabitants had filled all the cracks and crevices with kerosene-soaked 

rags and then set it afire.
1
 Smoke swirled upward from all the doors and windows, and the 

embarrassed inhabitant had to put many mocking remarks in his pocket.
2
 

All this merriment escaped Splint, however. His heart was embittered by the hard and 

humiliating talk with Bollebakker, and the future of his family was his deep concern. 

Shortly, he arrived at the Groest.
3
 To get home he had to turn right. But then he would 

also pass the boss of the weaver’s mill, Elbert Peet, and that suddenly filled him with revulsion. 

In his thoughts he saw Krijntje’s
4
 small, pale hands turning the spindle. He heard the rending 

cough from his weak, little lungs echoing through the dusty work place. With a desperate anger 



he therefore turned left. He would walk to the end of the Groest and then out of the village. He 

longed for the loneliness of the narrow lane, where he possibly could get himself under control. 

At the end of the Groest were a number of notorious taverns. The door stood open and the 

familiar odors and sounds from earlier years came invitingly to meet him.
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Why shouldn’t he go in and sit among his old friends, who were just as poor and 

miserable as he? There was no escape for his family anyway. That scoundrel Bollebakker had 

said that the church had done its duty. What need had he then for the church? 

The strong faith of Evart Splint wavered, and the devil availed himself of the opportunity. 

Splint managed to pass two taverns, then he hesitated by the third and stood still by the fourth. 

At that critical moment a hand was placed on his shoulder. When he had turned himself 

about he looked into the face of Manus Rebel which still shone with shaving soap. “Good 

evening,” said the hussar watchman good-naturedly.
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 “Can you help me? Where in this area can 

one buy the cheapest chewing tobacco? I do not have a crumb left.” 

It took a few seconds before Splint even understood this simple question. Then he began 

to point out to Rebel the direction to the small store where one could purchase a package of 

chewing tobacco for four pence. 

“I cannot follow all that going left, then right,” laughed the watchman. “Walk along with 

me, and we’ll keep each other company.” 

Together they walked back, again passing the taverns. The temptation to enter had not yet left 

Splint. Manus Rebel was not in the least aware that he was protecting his companion from a fatal 

danger. He chatted incessantly about a military maneuver at the Laarderheide, which he had 

viewed that day. “All new ideas,” he disdainfully scolded. “Things were better in my time.” 

They passed through a few lanes and suddenly stood in front of an unsightly tobacco 

shop. Still talking, Rebel pushed Splint ahead of him into the shop. Before Splint could object he 

had already purchased a small cigar from him. Both men again walked slowly in the direction of 

the Groest. Splint pleasantly blew away the cigar smoke, feeling that it calmed him. Rebel 

jammed a “plug” of tobacco behind his teeth with an experienced motion, and looked 

questioningly at the weaver. 

“Very talkative you are not, cavalry captain,” he remarked. “Doesn’t the cheap cigar 

appeal to you?” 

“Your cigar is okay, Manus, but the man who is smoking it is not.” 

The old hussar thoughtfully spit out some tobacco juice on the ground. Then he pointed 

resolutely to a heap of boards. “We are going to sit at that place and rest,” he said in an 

authoritative tone. 

Splint took a look at his companion. He hardly knew him, but the ex-watchman had 

something about him that, in spite of his peculiarities, gave a person confidence in him. Before 

Evart was aware of it he was pouring out his heart in this deserted lane. He presented the whole 

sad future of his family to the old hussar, who interrupted occasionally. He seemed to be doing 

nothing but chewing and spitting, but his sharp ears did not miss a word. 

How often had he not heard similar tales about the diaconate. 

Manus Rebel rarely went to church. Having been raised in the liberal North,
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 he soon lost 

contact with the church when he entered the army. Yet he never completely broke with the faith, 

not after having walked so often in the shadow of death on the battlefield. 

“I would gladly help you into the saddle, mate,” he said kindly as they walked on, “but I 

myself have all I can do to make ends meet. Yet I am glad that I do not need the help of that 

church. That whole church can disappear, as far as I am concerned. I have my own faith.” 



Splint stepped on the stub of his cigar. By talking he had regained his senses. 

“To tell you the truth, Rebel, a half hour ago I felt the same way. But that is deceiving 

ourselves. God wants us in the church, you and me.” 

The hussar watchman chewed and was silent. Again they came to the Groest. Right 

across from them stood the simple farm of Gijsbert Haan, the leader of the Secessionists. 

Unexpectedly Manus stood still. Splint hastily took a step backward, for a huge stream of 

tobacco juice sailed past his head. 

“You wanted to admonish the man responsible for watching the alms,” he grumbled. “Pin 

this in your ears. If I ever go to church again, then it will be with them!” Amazed, Splint saw 

Rebel’s large index finger pointing to the farm of Gijsbert Haan. “Let that occupy your thoughts 

for a while. Now I will look for a decent night quarters. Farewell!” 

The weaver had just enough time to call a “good night” to him before he disappeared. 

With a head full of thoughts Splint walked in the direction of the Langeind. 

That evening Evert Splint and his wife Sijtje had a long talk by the flickering lamp light. 

Finally they bowed together at their bed and asked the Lord for deliverance from their distress. 

While his wife went to bed Splint again put on his cap. “Till later, wife!” But his wife did 

not see that he had taken out of the cupboard the brandy that he had brought into the house for 

Barentje’s birthday. He held the bottle away from him, as if it held a dangerous beast. With a 

firm hand he poured out the brandy over the manure pile next to the house, and broke the bottle 

against a stone. That evening he had again learned how dangerous it could become to have 

brandy in the house. Then he entered the dark lanes to the hovel of the Secessionist spinner Jacob 

Hordijk. There he sought information as to where and at what time the Secessionist congregation 

held its first service the next day. 

That Sunday the family of Evert Splint left their seat in the Grote Kerk (the Big Church) 

unoccupied and listened to the pure preaching of the Word of God in a house on the farm. 

 

Endnotes 
1
 Apparently this did not burn down the house, but only chased the bugs away. 

2
 That is, he had to endure many mocking remarks. I recall the time when I was a child that down 

the hill from where my Grandmother lived was a family which was not very clean. This was in a 

community of Dutchmen who prided themselves in their cleanliness. The children in the area 

always crossed the street so that they did not have to walk in front of that house. When I asked 

why this was (we lived in Illinois), they told me that the family had “cooties.” Inquiring what 

they were, I was told that they were bedbugs. I never learned whether that was in fact true. 
3
 The name of a street or a part of the town. 

4
 His small son. 

5
 He had been saved from the sin of drunkenness. 

6
 We met Manus Rebel earlier in the market place in Hilversum. 

7
 The State Church, called the Hervormde Kerk, was much more modern in the north part of the 

country than in the south. 
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