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It was her first night in The Netherlands. 

Wilhelmina van Duin had been very tired and slept like a guinea pig, after her long 

journey from Aruba (in the West Indies) to Amsterdam. She had not even taken the time to look 

around in the modern hotel room of the Airport Schiphol Hilton. But she knew that it was many 

times more expensive than the one she knew in Oranjestad, where she lived with her parents. 

Through a gap between the curtains she saw a gold-colored sunbeam coming in her 

direction, but the double-glazed windows prevented the noise of the descending and departing 

planes from reaching her. 

In the other bed her girlfriend Loes van Maanen was still sleeping. Before she went to 

bed, she had first been busy with unpacking her suitcase, hanging up dresses, cleaning a skirt 

which was stained, and finally taking a shower. She was used to traveling, working for an airline. 

Wilhelmina had never before left Oranjestad. If her father had not been so helpful to lend her the 

money, it would have taken years before she would have been able to undertake a journey like 

this one. 

“Dad, I would like to see where grandfather came from, where my roots are. There are 

many people here, in a multi-racial society; different languages, different tastes and habits. I was 

born here, but I feel I am missing something. It seems that I am still a stranger.” 

Dad did not get a fright, and he was not amazed either, but he did stare for a while at the 

ships skirting the coast, before he said “Wilhelmina, darling, I expected this to happen. I know 

the feeling. I got it also at about your age. Somehow in your mind you start searching for the 

roots of your family. Well, I have told you once already that my father came from a small island 

in the Netherlands, in fact a fishing village with a harbor, a shipyard and some warehouses. It is 

named Urk. They have nowadays a famous choir…” 

“Do you sometimes think about the past, at Urk? I mean a kind of nostalgia perhaps?” 

“No, not really… Besides, the Netherlands has changed, probably more than at Aruba. 

Here we still have the old church and friends, your mother and I, a nice house, our garden…” 

This was the truth. Like his father he had earned his bread on the water, around Aruba, 

instead of near Urk. But since he had a serious accident that made walking difficult for him, he 

got a couple of young men interested to work with his ship. They paid him for that. 

“Now, Wilhelmina, if you want to see what Urk looked like, that is possible, because 

they have preserved it well for the tourists. When I was yet a boy, I had some pleasant years 

there. That was before the Zuider-zee became the Ijsselmeer. When I came here, I met your 

mother and we married at once. I never went back to Urk. Your journey will be expensive and 

you don’t have that much money. I will lend it to you. Go to the travel agency and ask them to 

give you all the particulars. I don’t know how it is nowadays.” 

That was how it started. 

In the agency they gave her maps and showed her what she had to do and where to go. 

Some things sounded complicated, but as a whole it was a lot easier than she had expected. 

However, they warned her for drugs couriers who sometimes tried to put small parcels in your 

luggage, to get them through customs. Therefore Wilhelmina bought a small metallic suitcase, 

without pockets with zippers on the outside. Her passport she would carry in a pocket she made 

herself inside her skirt so that it could not be stolen. 



Dad gave her the address where his father and mother had lived and where he was born. 

There were no other relatives, but the Reformed Church was there yet, where they went every 

Lord’s Day. How the situation was there now, he did not know. She had to find that out herself 

when she was at Urk, if she wanted to. He explained to her that there were many different 

Protestant churches, split up and going in different directions, which was confusing when you 

came from another country. Modernism and a false ecumenism had often undermined those of 

Calvinist origin. 

Wilhelmina, in the hotel room, regretted that she had forgotten to take a travel alarm 

clock with her, but her wristwatch told her that it was seven o’clock in the morning, local time. 

She jumped out of bed, took a dress out of her suitcase, together with some clean undies, and 

disappeared into the bathroom. 

She threw a glance at the mirror and looked in her big dark eyes. She felt yet a bit 

drowsy, but happy that she had reached The Netherlands. How often she had wondered how it 

would be, and she still had only seen yet a flash and barely touched the soil. Around her it was 

silent. The shower was exactly the same one as she had at home. That was not surprising, 

because Aruba was still in close contact with the mother country, just like Curacao. 

She pushed her hair in a shower cap, because she did not like to walk around with wet 

hair, though she hoped to have her breakfast in the sun on the balcony. She whistled a melody 

she knew from home, from her mother. 

It was warm and very busy in the train. Wilhelmina sat clamped between two corpulent 

vacationers with unhappy faces. They grumbled about the fact that they had landed in a part of 

the train where it is not allowed to smoke. Opposite her three ladies of middle age were eating 

wedges of cake out of a big box. Two little boys played with a ball, which Wilhelmina got twice 

against her face, but nobody paid attention to them. It seemed that their parents did not care. 

However, nothing could take away the joy of the day. There was a happy smile on her 

face. She did not care that she had to make a rather long journey, first in the train and later in a 

bus, that would bring her to Urk, like a conductor in the railway station in Amsterdam had kindly 

explained to her. 

She wanted to make the most of it, looking at what was to be seen outside, passing the 

windows like a film, each time something else, and it was all new to her. She regretted that there 

were many high apartment buildings, but she understood that in a small country millions of 

people had to find a place where they could live. A vendor with ice cream, lemonade in small 

bottles, bread with cheese wrapped in plastic, coffee and tea came, and she bought tomato juice 

and a straw, which was not expensive. The men next to her wanted to have beer, but the vendor 

told them that he had not any left. She noticed that they spoke Dutch with an accent. 

In the bus to Urk, Wilhelmina saw for the first time pieces of the famous 

Noordoostpolder and machines busy with harvesting grain. 

She arrived at the former island at lunchtime. 

She looked at the map she had and saw how she had to walk to reach the quay alongside 

the harbor. She tried to imagine how it would have liked a century ago with fishermen all over 

the place. 

She sauntered over the worn off cobblestones and gradually a long row of old houses in 

different sizes, materials and colors appeared before her. She slowed down and gazed at each one 

of them, moved, mollified, a lump in her throat. Some had lowered sun blinds, some had 

awnings against the glaring sunbeams. It was like it inspired confidence. Here were her roots. 



Here had been the footsteps of her ancestors, the van Duin family. Would her grandfather have 

been the first one? How old would all these houses be already? 

She went to the house her father had shown her at a photograph. The door stood open. 

She called, but nobody answered. She looked inside and saw a spotless little kitchen at the end of 

a small corridor. Suddenly she heard someone producing a cough, so she turned and looked at a 

young man with a beard. 

“Miss, if you are searching Mieke van de Stoel, she sits next door drinking coffee with 

my married sister,” he said. 

“O, I don’t want to intrude, but if I am well informed, my grandfather has once lived 

here, and my grandmother. His name was Dries van Duin,” Wilhelmina told him. 

“Van Duin? That must have been long ago. I don’t know anybody with that name here, 

Miss. But in the townhall where I work, we have a book with all the names, addresses, dates of 

birth and several particulars going with it. If you want to see that.” 

She looked pleasantly surprised at his round healthy face and a pair of laughing eyes. She 

introduced herself. “I am Wilhelmina van Duin, from Oranjestad, at Aruba.” 

“And I am Jan Zoutelande,” he said. “Come on.” 

He walked quickly in front of her to the center of Urk, where she saw a beautiful ancient 

house, a tower with clockwork and a wall with step gable. 

“Come on,” he said again and opened the front door for her. 

At an antic oak table she saw a thick book with a cover of brown leather Jan glanced 

quickly through it and stopped at letter D. 

“Well, let us see, Miss. The first van Duin we have mentioned is a Joost van Duin and he 

arrived here in 1802. It does not say where he came from.” 

The letters on the paper had become light brown. 

In a column at the right side some particulars were mentioned indeed. When Joost van 

Duin was forty years old, he drowned with his ship during a hurricane at the North Sea. His son, 

Fedde, was forty-two when his ship had ran aground in a rainstorm at the beach of the island of 

Terschelling in the Dutch Shallows. He had a brother, Bertie, who became a minister of the 

Reformed Church of Genemuiden He married and received five children from the Lord. His 

eldest son, Douwe, went back to Urk and became a teacher and also sexton of the Church. The 

next generations were all fishermen, in the homeport of Urk. 

One of them, with the name Gerben, was an active member of the “Kristlik Frysk 

Selskip” (United Christian Authors). He was a trader of smoked eel. He had once written a book 

of poems, but Jan had never seen it.When Wilhelnìina had finished reading it all, she closed the 

book, and he asked inquisitively. 

“Have you come to The Netherlands all alone? I mean, nowadays you hear so much 

about girls who have been held up, molested, robbed, and so on.” 

“Well, I traveled alone to Urk, but all the way from Aruba a girlfriend traveled with me. 

She has gone this morning to her uncle and aunt in the city of Alkmaar and she expects me to 

join her there.” 

“And don’t you have any luggage with you?” 

“No, my friend wanted to make it easy for me today, so she took my small suitcase with 

her. There was not much in it.” 

She smiled and asked “Are you Reformed?” He nodded and went to the door. He said, 

“I’ll show you the Church. I have the key.” 



“What do you think, does a whole family usually remain in a particular church, as I saw 

in my case, by that book?” 

“Yes, it seems that here at Urk it has often happened. Perhaps it has something to do with 

the fact that we feel like being one big family.” 

When they were inside the Church she asked Jan, “Were you also born and raised here?” 

She looked around and observed “You have the same Bibles like at home. By the way, do 

you have many family members living at Urk?” 

“No, only my sister. My mother died. My father works at a platform of an oil company in 

the North Sea. They need him there, solving all kinds of problems, so he cannot come home very 

often.” 

He stopped halfway through the church and pointed at a wooden board with names. 

“Look, I had an ancestor who was a minister in this Church. His name was Abraham Rudolf 

Zoutelande.” 

She went to stand next to him, a hand on his shoulder, impressed by the long list of 

servants of the Lord. She could not help it, that somehow she got tears in her eyes. She asked 

herself in silence, why did she go to Urk to meet at once a young man with so much tenderness 

in his voice? Only God knew that. 

When they were back in the street, Wilhelniina thought “I must not let my feelings run 

away with me. Don’t be obtrusive.” Jan was an enthusiastic guide and showed her every 

interesting place of Urk, for which he seemed to have a keen eye. Every house seemed to have a 

history, and every family too. He showed her how the fishing nets were repaired, and how a 

carpenter made a new rowboat, which was obviously an art. She enjoyed listening to him. 

She would have stayed perhaps a week at Urk, if she had not promised Loes van Maanen 

to come to Alkmaar; they would go from there to see as much of The Netherlands as possible. 

Perhaps she could come back once. Perhaps they could start a correspondence with each other. 

Or did she have to draw back into herself quickly. Did God want her only to be friends with Jan? 

She did not know what to do, and what to say. In silence they watched together the sun going 

down at the Western horizon, like a red ball. 

Then she asked him. “Jan, do you have a girlfriend?” 

“Yes,” he laughed. “Her name is Gerda. She helps me every Saturday with cleaning the church. 

She is good with a vacuum cleaner, and the carpet beater. She is a darling.” 

Wilhelmina would have liked to ask him, how old she was and if he was in love with her, 

but she felt strangely shy. 

She saw many people around her, who looked happy. They enjoyed their holidays, 

without worries, content, or perhaps not completely. She felt young and full of life, but clumsy. 

She would like to make Jan happy, in love, but she realized that they had only met some hours 

ago for the first time. It was not possible, was it? 

They walked in a circle, and suddenly Wilhelmina recognized the open space in front of 

them. She looked at her watch and was shocked. 

“Oh, Jan, the time! The bus! I forgot all about it! I have to step in, or else I will miss the 

connection with the train to Alkmaar!” Together they ran hand in hand over the street. 

“I still have to give you my address, so that you can write me. Yes, and I need to have yours. I 

always have a small agenda with me, with a small pencil.” 

Wilhelmina felt that her eyes became moist again. She saw the bus and people boarding. 

They stopped at the entrance, to write the addresses. Jan tore a piece of paper out of his agenda. 

They scribbled. The driver started the engine. They gave each other quickly a kiss. 



“Have a safe journey,” mumbled Jan. 

“God bless you,” whispered Wilhelmina in his ear. 

While the door closed, she blew him a kiss. 

From her seat she saw him standing on the footpath waving with both arms, laughing, 

jumping up and down. The bus turned to the motorway. 

How was this possible, was it real, was it all over? Wilhelmina suppressed a sob. She felt 

how empty her stomach was. She had not thought about eating the whole afternoon. She looked 

what she saw yet of Urk. Slowly she came back to the real world. 

A small girl with a doll came to her and started to tell her about her visit to her 

grandparents. Wilhelmina tried to listen with interest, but her thoughts were unwilling. 

“She is a darling.” he had said. Good, she was that, too. 
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