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Chapter 10 

Around the Fire on the Hearth 
 

(In the last chapter we left Jan Donker and Gijsbert Haan walking in the cold rain to the 

farmhouse of Ko Boelhouwer. They, with two other men, were returning in their cart from 

Loosdrecht. In Loosdrecht they had worshipped with a “Seceder” congregation and had been 

ordained as office bearers so that a similar congregation could be formed in their own village, 

Hilversum. The “Seceders” were followers of De Cock, Scholte and Van Raalte. These people 

were determined to establish a new denomination because the State Church had become 

apostate. 

 

Jan Donker and Gijsbert Haan were walking to the farmhouse of Ko Boelhouwer because, in the 

rain and darkness, their cart wheel had hit a large stone and had been broken. 

Ko Boelhouwer was the father of Maarten Boelhouwer, whom we met in the first chapters. He 

was the young boy who, running home from school for his noon meal, had had a collision with 

the fish cart of the fish peddler and had knocked it over. 

 

The scene opens in the house of the Boelhouwers.) 

 

“What weather, what weather! It looks more like fall and its almost summer!” 

Maarten looked up from his warm place by the fire at his father, who hung his cap on a 

nail by the chimney. A few moments later his father joined Maarten and grandfather in front of 

the fire putting his stocking feet on the hearth. 

The fire of oak blocks burned softly. The flames warmed the black iron pot that hung on 

the well-polished hearth chain. The pot of grits bubbled and the wooden cover jumped up and 

down. 

Mother and Klaartje, Maarten’s sister, sat at the table darning stockings by the light of the 

old-fashioned, smoking oil lamp. 

Suddenly Maarten heard paper rustling, and, to his surprise, saw his father open a 

newspaper. His father laughed when he saw his son’s face. “You probably think that I have 

become a rich gentleman, and can afford to subscribe to a paper. No, my boy, that is far too 

expensive for us common people. But when I returned some tools to the neighbor he lent me this 

paper. I do not know how he got it, but now I can check the news.” 

He settled himself comfortably behind his newspaper. Maarten glanced at the first page 

and read in large letters the headline: “The King Inspects The Border Troops.” 

“Grandfather,” he suddenly asked, “Did you ever see our king?”
1
 The old man, who was 

busy filling his pipe with fresh tobacco, smiled. 



“No, young man, I would have to travel to The Hague
2
 and all my life I have never been 

outside of my town. A farmer has no time for traveling.” 

“Has the king ever been in our town?” 

“Of course not, young man; he has no real reason to come, especially not now, after the 

uprising of the Belgians. But his father, Stadholder William V,
3
 was here once, and even spent a 

night sleeping in our town.” Grandfather stood up, took a match out of the box that hung on the 

wall, and held the sulfur tip under the pot hanging over the fire. He calmly lit his pipe with the 

sputtering, greenish-blue flame that flared up as if he did not notice the eager impatience of his 

grandson. 

“William V,” he added later, “was here once as a young prince, before he was stadholder. 

He was thrown from a horse while he was on his way to Amsterdam. In Hilversum he had 

extremely bad weather and was therefore forced to spend the night here in a tavern.
4
 Although he 

used his usual alias “Graaf Van Buuren”, the tavern keeper immediately recognized him. 

“When on the following morning the prince wanted to pay the tavern keeper, the tavern 

keeper asked whether instead of pay he might hang a plaque on his tavern wall with the picture 

and name of this high official. The prince had no objection. Since that time the tavern bore the 

name “Graaf Van Buuren.” 

“You can find it on the avenue.” 

“Oh, I have seen that plaque,” said Maarten in a loud voice. He had been listening with 

eager ears. “Does our king look anything like the stadholder?” he asked as an afterthought. 

“I have not seen the prince, because all this happened before I was born,” laughed 

grandfather. “In any case, they were not much alike in character. The stadholder was a good, 

brave man, who, however, was no match for his enemies. Our king is a powerful ruler, who 

involves himself in all kinds of matters, even in the affairs of the church.” Father rustled his 

newspaper; grandfather had touched on a subject that father preferred to avoid.
5
 

“You were a bit late coming home tonight, Klaartje,” he remarked, more to steer the 

discussion in another direction than out of concern. 

“The farmer
6
 was not at home,” the girl answered. “That is why the milking took much 

longer. But tomorrow I may go home a bit earlier.” 

“Wasn’t Jan Donker
7
 home on the second day of Pentecost?”

8
 Mother asked with 

surprise; and then added somewhat curiously, “Did he have to go to visit his family?” 

“No, this afternoon my boss went to Loosdrecht in his Sunday clothes,” said Klaartje, 

looking somewhat timidly at father. He pinched his eyes shut a bit. 

“Oh, was it that again?” father asked sternly. “Was the old church of our fatherland not 

good enough for him?” 

Angrily he fumbled his newspaper together. 

“Dare you call a church by that name, Ko, in which the ministers can go unpunished even 

though they deny that Christ is the Son of God? Are you at peace with the sermons we recently 

heard at Easter time?” 

They were all surprised at the vehemence with which grandfather spoke. It all must have 

weighed more heavily on him than they realized! 

“You cannot prove, father, that our minister, Rev. Hellendoorn, denies the resurrection of 

Christ.” 

“No, Ko, but neither does he believe in it. He talks around it, and that is already bad 

enough. A shepherd must not give his sheep food of doubtful value. The food in Loosdrecht is of 

good quality.”
9
 



Ko Boelhouwer was silent, although he understood very well the last words of his father. 

He knew also that father received books from Jan Donker and enjoyed them. He had found the 

books and had read them. Deep in his heart he knew that his father was right, but he feared the 

consequences. 

“It is getting to be bedtime,” mother quietly remarked. She set aside the darning basket 

and placed plates on the table for the evening meal. Klaartje and Maarten carried the pot to the 

table. Mother filled the five plates. Shortly after that she dished out the buckwheat pudding
10

 she 

had prepared. Since it was a holiday a few candles were burning, but no one was in a holiday 

mood. 

The adults were busily occupied with their own thoughts and the children thought it best 

to be quiet. 

All of a sudden mother laid her spoon down and listened. “It seems that there are people 

coming up the driveway. I hear voices.” 

“Well now,” answered father, happy that the tense silence was broken, “who goes out for 

an evening walk in this kind of weather?” They all laughed. 

But then they plainly heard the neighing of a horse and at the same time Bas
11

 began to 

growl in his coop. 

“What in the world?” said father as he jumped up. “They are probably a couple of animal 

flayers! That scum is on the roads even on a day like today.” He opened the curtain a little ways 

and stared into the darkness. 

Maarten was not old enough to understand fully the practices of the animal flayers. They 

traveled at night in a wagon, looking for carcasses of animals that the farmers had buried that 

day.
12

 Their dogs, especially trained to search out these carcasses, found them without fail. These 

were dug up and the meat was sold in Utrecht or Amsterdam a few days later as “very cheap, 

fresh meat”. 

It was no concern of the flayers that many men and women bought their death certificates 

with these “bargains”. The money for which they were sold was pure gain. Usually they were 

rough, careless fellows who were reckless with their knives. 

Father closed the curtain with a jerk. “I can see almost nothing,” he complained. “There 

seems to be a cart out there with a few men standing by it. They evidently want to be on the other 

side of the road by Aart. Anyway our neighbor told me earlier that Aart had buried two piglets 

this morning that had been very sick.” 

He began hurriedly to eat his pudding that was getting cold; the others had already 

finished. Just as he was ready to stand up to reach for the Bible on the shelf, according to their 

custom, the growling of Bas became an angry bark. Father turned pale as he looked first at 

mother and then at grandfather, “The dirty fellows are coming up our yard,” he said with a heavy 

voice. “That will be at their own risk.” 

Fully determined, he left the room, in spite of the warnings of mother. 

Grandfather followed him, after he had forbidden Maarten to come along. 

Arriving in the yard, grandfather was shocked to discover that his son held a gun in his 

hand. 

“Don’t be a fool, Jacobus!” he shouted with a loud voice. 

“I am not shooting at people, father,” Ko assured him, “but these wicked flayers have 

dogs. If they attack Bas, I’ll shoot them without regret.” Then he clumped on his wooden shoes 

to the outside door and threw it wide open. 

He remained standing in the doorway, the gun in his callused hand. 



 

Endnotes 
1
 Under the rule of Napoleon, the house of Orange had been raised to royal status. The man who 

had formerly been called “stadholder” was now king. The Dutch, being the independent people 

they were, had never wanted a king and had been, since the time of their independence as a 

country, careful to curb the power of the stadholders. 
2
 The capitol of the Netherlands. 

3
 Also one of the house of Orange. William the Silent, who helped defeat the Spaniards at the 

beginning of the Reformation in the Netherlands, was William I. 
4
 Taverns were, in fact, inns, although they were like pubs in which ale or beer could be 

purchased. 
5
 While the grandfather was sympathetic to the Seceders or Separatists, the father was more 

hesitant. 
6
 The farmer was Jan Donker. Klaartje helped him with the milking. 

7
 The man with Gijsbert Haan who, even while this was happening, was coming up the driveway. 

8
 Pentecost was celebrated two days, Sunday and Monday. Sunday was the religious holiday; 

Monday was the national holiday. This arrangement held for all the Christian holidays except 

Christmas and Good Friday. “Sinterclaus Dag” was celebrated December 6. This day was also a 

national holiday and on it people exchanged gifts. 
9
 The reference is to the preaching which could be heard in the Seceder’s congregation. 

10
 The Dutch word here is “pap.” Pudding is not really a good translation. “Pap” is a kind of hot 

dessert which was much thinner than pudding. It could be made with different ingredients. One 

kind of “pap” was called in our home when I was a child, “soupen brei.” This was made of 

barley and buttermilk, and, while my father and mother thought it delicious, it was, in fact, 

scarcely edible. 
11

 Their dog. 
12

 These were usually animals that had died of some disease. 
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