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“What would you like me to tell you about?” 

Grandmother Brouwer sat in her easy chair in the bow window of her living room, with a 

happy smile on her deeply lined face. A white lace ruff on her graceful dark dress gave her the 

dignity that her three grandchildren liked so much. 

James, who last week became 16 years old, said, “You choose the subject yourself, 

Grandmother.” 

“Well,” she said, “what is the topic of the day? Did you look at the calendar?” 

James’ sisters, Nelly and Liesbeth, had straight away a look at the calendar next to them 

on the wall and said surprised, “Oh, it is May 5 today—Liberation Day!” 

“Yes, indeed. That day was in 1945 in The Netherlands the end of World War Two, after 

five years of a brutal occupation by the German army of Adolf Hitler.” 

“Tell us, Grandmother, how was that day. What happened?” asked the girls. 

She looked quietly at them for a moment and they saw that her eyes were moist. She 

drew a breath. The grandchildren came to her for a visit each Saturday afternoon since 

Grandfather had died, and they enjoyed her narrative skill. 

Grandmother had become the center of several children and grandchildren over the years. 

“Did you ever have a good look at this picture?” she said, and pointed to a photograph in 

a frame next to her. 

Liesbeth, who was 14 years old, could recognize grandfather, but not her grandmother, 

who in the picture was such a young, happy girl. Nelly, 13, saw no affinity at all. But, indeed, 

they were their grandparents. 

“That photograph was made on May 5 by a friend of Grandfather, just after the 

announcement was made that we had peace and Grandfather came outside, leaving his 

underground hideout in the small town of Leidschendam. The clothes we are wearing there were 

made by me out of a parachute of a British pilot, who had jumped out of his burning plane half a 

year earlier. The Dutch flag you see on the roof of that building was made by me with a 

girlfriend. It was a warm day, because that year it was an early summer. Your grandfather had yet 

to become used to all the sunlight.” 

“What was he doing every day in the cellar?” asked James. 

“Well, perilous work, together with three other young men. They came outside for a while 

only at night to get fresh air. It was their job to listen to all the messages and news items of the 

British Broadcasting Company in London, write them down and pass it on, and what was free for 

publication they wrote out with a typewriter on stencils for the people in the neighborhood and 

others. That was not allowed by the Germans. They could execute you for it. They found it very 

important that the public only listened to their news and believed all that they told them.” 

Liesbeth said, “Grandmother, why did you look glad in the photo. Hadn’t you seen each 

other for a long time?” 

“No, because it was too risky. The enemy was searching everywhere, trying to catch 

someone yet before the war would be over. There was much hatred against those who did not 

obey them. Often they tortured people who were arrested with these stencils in their pockets. 

Sometimes a whole lot of them suddenly appeared in a street and went searching every house, 

looking for young men, which were brought to Germany and forced to work in the munitions 



works where bombs and grenades were made. If someone tried to escape, he would be killed on 

the spot.” 

“And Grandmother, who brought the stencils away which were made by Grandfather?” 

James wanted to know. 

She smiled and told him, “That was me, together with some friends.” 

“And you were never caught by the German police?” asked Nelly. 

“No, but one time it was a narrow squeak. I had to hide under a dustbin lorry. On the 

footpath stood a screaming lieutenant, but he did not look in my direction. You see, the Lord 

protects His children wherever they are.” 

“And did you have a list with addresses with you, where you had to deliver the stencils?” 

“No, these we had learned ourselves by heart, for security reasons. Nobody could take 

them from us and bring the readers into danger.” 

Grandmother looked through the windows and said, “You should have seen the 

Statenplein that 5th of May, crowded with jubilant, singing and jigging people of all ages, 

waving the national flag and orange garlands. It looked like the whole long winter of starvation 

was suddenly forgotten, when the occupied western part of The Netherlands was running out of 

food because of the war.” 

“Did you always have enough food?” asked James. 

“We did manage. Our whole garden was full of potatoes and we swapped them for other 

food with people we knew of the church.” 

“Most people don’t have a garden,” said Liesbeth. 

“Exactly. Many of them were starving. I saw some supported by friends or neighbors 

joining the crowd, who could barely stand on their feet, and still they were delighted that the war 

was over. When it became midday there were the jeeps and freight carriers coming in from the 

American, British and Dutch military on their way to Scheveningen. They had traveled the whole 

night, over roads that were in very poor condition and destroyed bridges, which were more or 

less repaired with pieces of other bridges so that they could be used with much care. These 

soldiers were embraced and carried around on the soldiers of happy fighters of the underground 

forces.” 

“Were they not exhausted?” asked Nelly. 

“Sure, they were. There was a soldier who fell asleep behind his driving wheel and his 

commander replaced him with someone else. They distributed some food in tins, but also cheese, 

milk powder and cake—nothing that had to be cooked, because there was no gas, no electricity 

and no coal. In this same room many people were standing to watch what was going on. On the 

wall we had a picture of Queen Wilhelmina decorated with flowers.” 

“Where were the German soldiers?” asked Liesbeth. 

“Locked up in their own occupied buildings, schools and warehouses. Their bunkers were 

opened and everybody was removed, and the fanatic SS troops went to prisons, where Dutch 

prisoners were liberated; some of them had to go to a hospital, nearly starved to death. Traitors 

and members of the National Socialist Party were arrested by the police; they would be judged 

by a tribunal later on.” 

“Were there no stencils made anymore?” wondered James. 

“One yet, with messages from the queen, the Dutch government, some churches and 

orders of the commander who was the military authority, organizing a return to normal living. 

There was much to do. A couple of days later the first newspapers appeared again, in a very 

small format because there was not much paper available.” 



They looked together at the square, as though they saw it all again from the past, but the 

square was quiet, with only a couple of parked cars, a young man walking with a briefcase and a 

streetcar passing by. 

Grandmother said, “That first Sunday after the liberation, all the churches were packed to 

the very roof. In the Reformed Church there was not room enough and some people stood on the 

stoop. The minister was an army chaplain. Never to be forgotten.” 

“Wasn’t your father an elder at that time?” asked Liesbeth. 

“Yes indeed. And he did a lot, too, to keep the people alive with food. There were no 

elderly people, because they had been forced to leave the city; the Germans needed to use their 

houses for people who worked for them. But there were many sick people, and those who were 

in hiding. It was quite a job and usually done in the dark.” 

It was late that night before the children went home. 
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