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Chapter 11 

Mud Beggars 
 

Four men were returning from Loosdrecht where they had been ordained as elders and deacons 

in a new congregation in Hilversum. Their names were: Jan Donker. Gijsbert Haan, Gerrit 

Meijer, and Tijmen Grootveld. In the dark, rainy night, they had hit a stone and broken a wheel 

on the wagon in which they were riding. The farm where they sought help was owned by Ko 

Boelhouwer, a troubled man who was not inclined to go along with the Secession of 1834. When 

Ko heard the dog barking to announce the arrival of visitors, he concluded that the men could 

only be “flayers;” no one else would be out on such a miserable night. Flayers were wretched 

men who went about in the dark in search of animals that had died of disease. When such 

animals were found, they would cut the meat off the bones and sell the meat in local butcher 

shops. Ko had taken his gun down and was now about to investigate all the racket. 

 

Meanwhile the “flayers” wearily plodded along the muddy farm drive. As they walked, 

the dog came out of his coop and tugged fiercely on its chain. “Go back in your coop, mutt,” 

scolded Jan Donker, “you’ll be getting a wet hide too.” 

“At least they hear that we are coming,” was Gijsbert Haan’s comforting remark. At that 

moment the door opened and a large figure appeared in the doorway, gun in hand. 

“That’s Ko Boelhouwer,” mumbled Jan Donker. “He is not giving us the impression of a 

hearty welcome.” 

With a brief sharp word the farmer silenced the madly raging Bas. To his relief, he 

noticed that the approaching figures had no dog with them. He shouted with a booming voice, “I 

will not allow scum on my farm! Get out of here as quick as the wind, or I’ll send my dog after 

you!” 

“Don’t answer,” said Gijsbert in a low voice, “Just keep walking toward him.” 

The farmer became excited when he saw that his warning was ignored. “Don’t you have 

any ears on your head, you dirty thieves?” he thundered. 

“You would think he was opposed to Secessionists,” joked Jan Donker, undisturbed. His 

companion merely shook his head. He decided he’d better say something. 

“We would like very much to talk to you for a moment, Ko Boelhouwer,” he called to the 

farmer, hoping to quiet him a bit. This, however, had the opposite effect. Ko, not 

recognizing Haan’s voice, was beside himself with rage when he heard the friendly voice 

of what he thought were “flayers.” He raised his gun and shot over the heads of the two 

men. The bullet landed harmlessly in the top of the haystack. The dog crept yelping into 

his coop. 

“That was no joke,” the incorrigible Jan Donker muttered. He shouted loudly, “Since when do 

you treat the employer of your daughter in such a manner?” 



Bewildered, Ko Boelhouwer lowered his gun. “Is that you, Jan Donker?” he stammered. 

“Come in, man.” Jan did not need to have that repeated. Followed by Gijsbert Haan, he waded 

through the mud to the door. 

A few moments later they stood on Ko’s yard. Their newly discovered host hastily lit the 

stall lantern,
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 in the meantime pouring out excuses. The gun was no longer to be seen. 

However, when the lantern hesitantly spread its light over the two men, the farmer stood 

aghast. He now could recognize Gijsbert Haan, who looked like a drowned cat, while Jan Donker 

appeared to have taken a mud bath. But what mainly impressed him was the fact that these 

special visitors wore their best clothes, complete with shoes and high hats. 

“No wonder that I took you for a bunch of flayers,” he finally said. “Whatever got into 

your heads to come out in weather not fit for a dog? Have you maybe been to a funeral?” 

Gijsbert Haan looked him straight in the eyes. “No, Boelhouwer, today in Loosdrecht we 

were ordained into office by Reverend Scholte.” 

“Oh,” came the answer in an almost hostile voice. “I could have known. You are the mud 

beggars!” 

Jan Donker took a step forward. “Thank you very much for this compliment, Ko! At the 

time of the twelve years when the Reformed folk who were resisting the Arminians and had to 

leave their congregations where they were being persecuted, they were also given that name. I 

consider it a privilege to be counted with them.”
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 Gijsbert Haan took a deep breath. This was Jan 

Donker at his best. 

“Language according to my heart,” sounded a voice from out of the shadow. The two 

Secessionists turned with surprise. For the first time they saw the old man who had been 

following events from the beginning.
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In the silence that followed the tension could be cut with a knife. Motionless the farmer 

looked at the men, his eyes seeming to want to penetrate into their very souls. Then he asked in 

an entirely different tone of voice, “Why did you men really come here?” 

Gijsbert Haan told briefly what had happened to the wagon. Without saying a word, Ko 

Boelhouwer pulled on an old jacket and disappeared with the lantern into the darkness. A little 

while later he returned, dripping wet. “Grootveld and Meijer
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 agree with me that the wheel can 

be repaired, but it will take an expert to do it. We must call in a wagonmaker.” He took in a 

quick breath and added, “The wagon can not remain standing there. I suggest that Jan Donker 

unhitch his horse and put it in the stable. Our Black can be moved over a bit. After that we will 

together drag the wagon on to the farmyard and take off the broken wheel. Then wagonmaker 

Roest must be called.” 

“All well and good, but you certainly do not think that Roest will come out at this hour of 

the night for this messy job, do you?” Jan Donker asked doubtfully. 

“When he hears about your situation he will do it,” answered Ko Boelhouwer with 

certainty, and the old man, his father, added emphatically, “He is favorably inclined toward the 

Secessionists.” 

Gijsbert Haan wondered how the old man knew this. He looked to his companion and 

said in a thankful tone of voice, “Boelhouwer, we agree completely with your plan.” 

A half hour later the men stood panting and sweating by the house. The wagon stood on 

the farm. Pleun was in the stable. Jan Donker was about to make another joke about a 

Secessionist horse in a Reformed stall, but fortunately he restrained himself. 

In the meantime grandfather was not just sitting there doing nothing. First he wanted to 

go with the men outside, but, because of a general protest, he had given that up and had gone into 



the house. He calmed his daughter-in-law and grandchildren, who had become very nervous by 

the gunshot, and, on his own, he put on a pot of coffee. 

The men, after finishing their job, flatly refused to come into the house. They pointed out 

that they were wet and muddy. Instead they looked for the dimly lit shed at the entrance of the 

house. They sat down there and there they were joined by the other members of the Boelhouwer 

family. There they enjoyed their coffee together. Klaartje stared at her “boss” with big eyes. 

Maarten enjoyed himself immensely. This was what could be called an adventurous evening! 

After the coffee, a “council of war” was held. It was decided that Gerrit Meijer and 

Tijmen Grootveld, who were a bit less soaked than their fellow travelers, would go to the town. 

Meijer would stop at the wagonmaker Roest and Grootveld would reassure the wives of Gijsbert 

Haan and Jan Donker. The others would wait for an hour for the arrival of the wagonmaker. 

After a hearty farewell to the Boelhouwer family, Meijer and Grootveld disappeared into the 

darkness. The lady of the house thereupon strongly urged the other two to put on some dry 

clothing. They finally agreed. Maarten, who should have been in bed long ago, helped Klaartje to 

clean up with a suspicious eagerness. Grandfather threw two more blocks of wood into the fire. 

Just when they were all ready to settle down around the hearth, Bas began to bark again and a 

moment later Roest and his son Jan came on the farm. They had a satchel of tools with them. 

The wagonmaker was a man of few words and began at once to repair the wheel in the 

light of the stall lantern. His son Jan, more talkative than his father, helped. Maarten knew Jan 

Roest very well. Jan was now with his father in the business of repairing wagons. With jealous 

glances he saw how handy the boy was in helping his father. 

When the job was finished and Jan Donker asked how much they owed him, Roest 

smiled mysteriously. “We’ll talk about that later. But you’d better remember that one more 

collision like that and your wheel is done. Good night!” Before they could thank the man and his 

son, they were already on their way out. 

“I predict that he will never again mention those expenses,” laughed grandfather, “if I 

know Roest.” 

Ko Boelhouwer suddenly looked at his children and sent them to their beds. Klaartje and 

Maarten realized that it would do no good to sputter against it. They wished everyone a good 

night and then turned to their beds. Mother soon followed, while the men enjoyed a pipe 

together. They took their places around the hearth and the host presented the guests with a pipe 

and tobacco. Soon the men were busily engaged in a discussion of that which occupied their 

minds, the present condition of the church. 

At first the voices were loud, especially those of Ko Boelhouwer and Jan Donker, but 

gradually that changed. The minutes became quarter hours and the quarter hours became hours. 

Even the old man seemed to forget all about his need for a night of rest. Only when the first 

hesitant rays of dawn began to announce the new day did the four men stand up, and then … 

together they kneeled at their chairs. 

Outside the rustling rain sang its song. 

 
At the large parsonage of Rev. Hellendoorn on s’Gravelands Street,
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 picked up two 

letters which had come in the mail on the evening following the events just described. The 

minister opened them before going to bed and read them in the light of a candle, with his 

sleeping cap already on his head. 

The first letter was from Evert Splint from the Langeind. The minister vaguely 

remembered the family that faithfully attended church every Sunday and of which he had 



baptized a child on Easter Sunday. Splint requested financial aid for his family. This was a 

matter for the diaconate. The minister carelessly laid the letter on the pile of mail for the 

deacons. The need to pay this family a visit on the following day did not even occur to him. 

The second letter was much longer. The farmer Ko Boelhouwer from Loodseind 

explained why his family could no longer remain members of the Netherlands Reformed Church. 

He informed the minister that they were separating. 

With growing disgust Rev. Hellendoorn read the letter and then angrily threw it in a 

corner of his desk. Another confused mind that read more than it could understand! Those cursed 

Canons of Dordt were even brought into the struggle. One could really better be without such 

members! 

With this comforting thought the minister poured himself another glass of wine. That 

drove away the anger and helped the Reverend get a good night’s sleep. 

 

Endnotes 
1
 A stall lantern usually hung on a hook in the shed through which one passed into the house. It 

was used to give light to the farmers on their way to the barn and in the barn. 
2
 While the Arminians, prior to the Synod of Dordt, were gaining increasing influence in the 

Netherlands, the government was supporting them. Because the church was a state church, the 

church could not deal with the Arminian problem without government approval. This approval, 

the government refused to give. Those who were faithful to the Reformed faith and who resisted 

the Arminian heresy, were harassed and, in many instances, driven out of their congregations. 

They often met separately in worship services. 
3
 We met this old man in chapter 1 at the time Maarten came home for lunch after knocking over 

the cart of the fish peddler. 
4
 The two men who were riding with Donker and Haan, but remained with the wagon and horse. 

5
 The minister of the local State Church, which had become apostate. 
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