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from the editor . . .

The essays in this issue of Origins 
cover a variety of unrelated topics. 
Two are stories about individuals. 
Three are stories about people whose 
history often is neglected. And one is 
a book review. 

One of the stories about individu-
als continues to the wartime saga of 
Walt and Wilma Lagerwey, as told 
by Marcia Lagerwey, their daughter, 
using Walt and Wilma’s letters. Part 
three, in this issue, focuses mostly on 
Walt and his experiences in England 
and Europe during the war. We learn 
something about what Walt did dur-
ing the war, but we learn more about 
what he felt and thought about his 
experiences. We learn about how 
his time in the army, away from his 
Dutch Reformed home community, 
challenged and changed him, experi-
ences that occasionally led to conflict 
with Wilma. The second story is by 
Peter Bulthuis, a retired history and 
geography teacher. (One of my high 
school teachers, in fact!) He tells the 
story of how an immigrant named 
Dick Veenendaal constructed more 
than a dozen church buildings for 
new Christian Reformed communi-
ties in Ontario between 1948 and 
1958. Veenendaal and his crew did 
not just construct buildings, Bulthuis 
explains, but knit together church 
communities.

The three stories on groups ne-

glected in Dutch and Reformed 
history in North America include 
one on a Dutch woman who, after 
immigrating to Iowa, became a Mor-
mon; one on African Americans in 
Holland, Michigan, in the 1800s; and 
one on women at Calvin Seminary, 
specifically the spouses of semi-
nary students from the 1920s to the 
1970s. Janet Sheeres tells the story of 
Geertruij Marcus, a woman uprooted 
in many ways. She, like thousands of 
other women, found a new home in 
the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter 
Day Saints, including becoming a 
“plural wife.” Robert Swierenga puts 
light on an overlooked part of the 
story of Holland, Michigan, describ-
ing the lives of the small number of 
African Americans who found their 
way there from the 1840s, when it 
was a Dutch immigrant colony, to the 
post-World War II years, when a still 
small but more permanent, African 
American community emerged in 
the area around Holland. My essay 
tells the story of the “Calvin Semi-
nary Dames,” a club for the wives of 
seminary stu-
dents, founded 
in 1927. Along 
with that, I tell 
the story of my 
mother, a Semi-
nary Dame in 
the 1960s. 

The book 
review is of 
Village Talk: A 
Country Mer-
chant’s Memoir 
and Folk History 
(2023), edited 

by Michael J. Douma and Robert P. 
Swierenga. Village Talk was written by 
Ray Nies (1877–1950), the owner of a 
hardware story in Holland, Michigan. 
It’s a quirky window into the town’s 
culture and history, depicting the era 
when the town was evolving from a 
Dutch immigrant colony to a modern 
American city.

News from the Archives
The big news for the archives this 
fall is not about Heritage Hall itself 
but our home in the Hekman Library 
building. The renovations to the 
library building are nearing comple-
tion, as I write in early September. 
The 200 and 300 level floors are back 
open for business. The 100 level is 
almost done. That means it is once 
again easy to find Heritage Hall. 

We are on the 200 level. Before the 
renovation, that was the floor with the 
circulation desk for the library, where 
you could check out books. The 200 
level is now the Student Commons. 
Most of the offices on the floor are 
student offices (e.g., Chimes and 

Caption:  View from the main entrance to the Student Commons area on 
the 200 level of the Hekman Library building. Courtesy of Heritage Hall.
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Student Senate) and offices for Stu-
dent Life staff. The desk area on your 
left when you come through the main 
entrance is now the Helpdesk for 
Calvin Information Technology and 
Audio-Visual resources. The staff will 
also help you find your way to Heri-
tage Hall if you are not sure where it 
is. In the back of the photo, you can 
see Peet’s Coffee and on the left are 

the library part 
of the Hek-
man Library 
building. That 
300 level also 
has offices for 
library staff, the 
library’s research 
helpdesk, Cam-
pus Ministries 
offices, read-
ing areas, and 
more. The view 
in the photo is 
from the main 

entrance on the 300 level. You can see 
the stairwell going down to the 200 
level, where Heritage Hall is located. 
If you go down that stairs, you’ll need 
to circle around behind it to find Her-
itage Hall. The entrance to the library 
on the 300 level is the one you will 
remember from the 1970s and 1980s, 
but it is much more open now.

On the 100 level of the Hekman 
Library building 
are the offices 
of the Calvin 
Information 
Technology 
team and an 
area for students 
to hang out. The 
hangout area 
is built to host 
everything from 
small lectures 
with audiences 
of thirty to forty 
people to small 
concerts or 

movies with a few hundred people. 
It is still a work in progress in early 
September. Also on this floor is a 
room with several dozen rows of com-
pact shelving. Most of the Hekman 
Library’s periodicals will be located 
here, along with several rows of Heri-
tage Hall material. 

Inside Heritage Hall not much 
has changed in the past half year. 

Our spaces mostly have been left 
untouched. The big push in the next 
year and a half in Heritage Hall, as at 
Calvin as a whole, will be projects re-
lated to the one-hundredth anniversa-
ry of the university and seminary. For 
the archives this includes digitization 
projects and providing services to oth-
er offices that need access to historical 
photographs and other records.

Contacting us has not changed. 
You can reach us at crcarchives 
@calvin.edu or 1-1616-526-6313.

Subscribe to Origins and Support 
Heritage Hall
Please remember that in 2023 we 
raised the subscription rate to $15.00, 
after many years of the subscription 
price not changing. The “Friends of 
the Archives” endowment supports 
producing the content for Origins. 
This fund is also called the “Origins” 
endowment, reflecting its close ties 
to the magazine. Subscriptions pay 
for the cost of printing and mailing 
the magazine. The endowment also 
supports other work in Heritage Hall, 
such as helping publish books related 
to Dutch North American and Re-
formed history and special projects to 
digitize material and make it available 
online.

Remember that you can now sub-
scribe to Origins using a credit card. If 
you want to do that, please go to Ori-
gins Online (https://origins.calvin.edu/
issues/). This link takes you to the 
“Origins in Print” page of the blog.

At the top you’ll see a brief descrip-
tion of the mission of the magazine 
and the archives. If you scroll down, 
you’ll see back issues of Origins from 
1983–2020. You’ll also see a link 
titled “SUBSCRIBE TO ORIGINS or 
PAY FOR SCANNING AND RE-
SEARCH.” The link takes you to a 
Heritage Hall page with two options. 
One is “Research & Scanning.” The 
other is “Origins—Subscription and 
Contribution Options.” Just as with 

View from the main entrance to the Hekman Library on the 300 level of 
the building. Courtesy of Heritage Hall.

View from the stairwell to the event area of the 100 level. Courtesy of 
Heritage Hall.

student offices. You cannot see it, but 
to the left from where the photo was 
taken is a stairway in the middle of 
the floor. It goes up to the 300 level. 
Heritage Hall’s entrance is behind that 
stairway, as is a set of stairs down to 
the 100 level.

The 300 level is where the circula-
tion desk is now located. It is near 
what is now the main entrance to 
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Compact shelving on the 100 level of Hekman 
Library. Courtesy of Heritage Hall.

any other online “store,” you can add 
items to a basket and then choose to 
“Continue Shopping” or “Checkout.”

If you purchase a subscription, it is 
not tax deductible. If you make a con-
tribution, it is tax deductible. Please 
note that, if you make a contribution 
and do not also purchase a subscrip-
tion, we will treat $15 of the contribu-
tion as a subscription and the rest as a 
contribution. 

You can “Register” or check out 
as a “Guest.” You’ll go to a secure 
page where you provide your name, 
address, phone number, and email 
address. The address section includes 
a “state” option. If you’re from a 
country other than the United States, 
ignore the “state” option. On the next 
page, you will see a tab where you are 
able to type in the province, state, or 
region of the country you are from 
and enter credit card information. 

We hope this is convenient for you. 

office at Calvin University, we hope 
people will consider switching to this 
credit card option. It is more eco-
nomical for us to process credit cards 
than to deposit cash and checks. If 
you run into problems, let us know. 
We can help you make transactions 
online over the phone. Whether you 
pay online or by cash or check, please 
always give us your email address, if 
you have one. That way, if we have 
any questions about your subscription 
or address, we can easily contact you.

In between issues of Origins in 
print, remember to check out Origins 
Online, our blog (at https://origins.
calvin.edu/). If you’re on Facebook, 
check out our page for bits and pieces 
of history and news related to Heri-
tage Hall (https://www.facebook.com/
heritagehallarchives).q

Will KaterbergYou can still send checks or cash by 
mail. From Heritage Hall’s perspec-
tive, and that of the financial services 
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Dick Veenendaal – Dutch Canadian  
Church Builder
Peter Bulthuis

In April 1930, twenty-year-old Dick 
Veenendaal arrived in Canada 

with a desire for adventure and a gift 
for carpentry. He was part of a small 
vanguard of pre-war Dutch Reformed 
immigrants to Canada. Most Dutch 
emigrants to North America in the 
century before World War II went to 
the United States. The small group 
in Canada grew exponentially after 
the war. From the late 1940s to the 
early 1960s more than 160,000 im-
migrants came from the Netherlands, 
settling in large numbers in southern 
Ontario, Alberta, and British Colum-
bia, and in smaller numbers all over 
Canada.

A pious man, Dick had left the 
Netherlands alone to see what God 
had planned for him in a new coun-
try. He could never have guessed that 
in the decades after World War II he 
would go on to become one of the 
most prolific builders of churches for 
Christian Reformed Church (CRC) 
congregations in Canada. Before 
World War II there were only fourteen 
Christian Reformed congregations in 
Canada. From 1948 to 1959, more 
than one hundred new Canadian 
CRCs organized.

Settling in Sarnia
Dick’s father had previously visited 
North America and loved it, but his 
mother did not want to go, so Dick 
ventured out on his own and settled 
in Sarnia in the southwest corner of 
Ontario.

But Dick was not on his own for 
long. Soon after his arrival, he met 
a German girl, Jannette (“Nettie”) 
Penning. The couple married within 

a year and went on to have three 
children: Janet, Will, and John. 

Like many Dutch immigrants in 
Southwestern Ontario at the time, 
Dick became involved in farming. He 
did not know much about farming 
but rented some land near Sarnia and 
grew potatoes, carrots, and onions. It 
was far from lucrative. (In the middle 
of the Depression, a bag of potatoes 
sold for fifty cents in Canada.)

Eventually, Dick bought a 150-acre 
farm east of Sarnia, where he raised 
cattle and horses and grew wheat and 
corn. He never made a living at farm-
ing, had trouble making payments, 
and sold the farm in 1952 when his 
oldest daughter, Janet, got married. 
After that, he built his own home near 
the farm.

Born in the Netherlands, raised in 
Canada, and intrigued with CRC 
buildings, Peter Bulthuis is a retired 
principal and geography-history 
teacher, now living in Ancaster, 
Ontario. He also worked as 
World Renew’s Director of Church 
Relations in Canada.

Dick Veenendaal’s first car, in 1931.
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Becoming a builder
While farming during the late 1930s 
and the 1940s, Dick found a way 
to return to his first love: building. 
In the Netherlands, he had enjoyed 
being an apprentice carpenter, and 
he was grateful when people in and 
around Sarnia began to ask him to 
build barns.

His church, Sarnia CRC, had been 
in existence as a worshiping com-
munity since 1926. It was organized 
as an official CRC congregation in 
1934. By 1943, the original build-
ing—which the congregation had 
bought and relocated in 1931—had 
become too small and was sold. It 
began constructing a new one in 
1943. A “basement church” was dug, 
the blocks were laid, and the roof was 
put on that basement in 1944. Soon, 
as even more people arrived from the 
Netherlands after the war and joined 
the church, Sarnia CRC needed a still 
larger facility. Word of Dick’s skills 
had already gotten around the church 
community, and members called on 
him (and others) to help construct a 
new church building atop that base-
ment.

The Sarnia CRC church lead-

ers budgeted with a strict limit of 
$50,000 for the construction project. 
The basement church had been built 
above grade, so it already had fairly 
large windows. The new setup, how-
ever, with the superstructure to be 
built above the basement, necessitated 
the construction of stairs. Thank-
fully, Dick and his young crew had no 
problem build-
ing and using 
stairs. The newly 
arrived young 
families did not 
have any prob-
lems with climb-
ing stairs, either. 
The basement-
stairs-sanctuary 
building model 
was typical of 
virtually all 
the original 
CRCs built in 
Canada, and 
the immigrants 
themselves were 
mostly young 
and healthy. Virtually all these build-
ings were retrofitted in later years as 
the immigrants aged. The congrega-
tion completed construction and 
dedicated the new facility in 1949. 
Dick had completed his first CRC 
church building project.

The A-frame structure of Sarnia 
CRC served as a general template for 
the style and budget of the churches 
that would follow. Dick was fond 
of saying that by sticking with this 
basic architectural plan “congrega-
tions would be spared the cost of an 
architect.”

People in the tightly knit Dutch 
Reformed communities in southern 
Ontario beyond Sarnia began to hear 
about Dick’s crew. He had a reputa-
tion for being a good Dutch guy with 
a good Dutch team that charged only 
for labor and materials. He went on to 
build eleven more church buildings 

for CRC congregations in southern 
Ontario. 

During the time Dick’s crew was 
active (1948–1959), only fourteen 
other Christian Reformed congrega-
tions in the region north, south, and 
west of Toronto constructed their 
own buildings. So, Dick, the CRC 
church builder, built almost half of 

Dick Veendendaal and another member of the 
church carrying a pew into the new building. 
Courtesy of Heritage Hall.

Dick Veenendaal’s companty car, in the late 1940s.

the houses of worship constructed in 
that ten-year span. Dick and his crew 
also constructed an addition on the 
back of the Clinton United Church 
(where he had also built a Christian 
Reformed church facility) and the 
Christian school in Woodstock. (See 
the appendix for the list of churches.)

Once Dick started building church-
es, he loved it; he responded in a 
heartfelt way to the spiritual, ecclesi-
astical, and social needs of the local 
CRC congregations. 

Veenendaal Construction
Dick prided himself in assembling a 
solid crew to carry out each project. 
After members of a church consistory 
contacted him, he would gather crew 
members and move them into the 
community. Some focused on the inte-
rior, while others concentrated on the 
exterior. The Veenendaal Construction 



Volume XLII • Number 2 • 2024

7

crew would stay at each church for ap-
proximately six to seven months.

In 1952 Dick became connected 
with James (Jim) Huberts, a carpen-
ter and bricklayer living in Strathroy, 
Ontario. Jim was worshiping with 
a CRC congregation that met in the 
Strathroy Town Hall—a congregation 
that had been organized only the year 
before—when discussion arose about 
constructing a building for this new 
congregation. Dick’s reputation from 
building the Sarnia church preceded 
him, and the church gave him the 
contract to construct its facility.

When Dick arrived in Strathroy, 
about forty miles west of Sarnia, he 
realized that Jim would be a good ad-
dition to the team and hired him. The 
two men worked together for the next 
six years, constructing a total of nine 
churches for CRC congregations.

Soon after Jim joined the team, 
Dick noticed that he was a skilled 
craftsman and made him the interior 
foreman. He also raised Jim’s salary 
from $1.50 to $2.00 per hour. Jim 
would often tell his wife, “We hebben 
het goed in Canada” (“We have it good 
in Canada”).

Dick, Jim, and 
the Veenendaal 
Construction 
crew worked 
with committed 
local volunteers to 
build the inexpen-
sive and sturdy 
Strathroy CRC 
building. Volun-
teer labor became 
a consistent and 
essential part of 
all twelve of the 
church buildings 
constructed by 
Veenendaal. 

The Veenendaal 
crew helped to 
organize the labor 
provided by the 

men and women of the CRC commu-
nities wherever they went. The crew, 
and especially Dick, made a point of 
approaching each project with diplo-
macy, craftsmanship, and frugality. 
From the moment construction be-
gan, church buildings became centers 
of newly developing communities. 

After Strathroy, the reputation of 
Veenendaal Construction grew. Soon 
the “outside crew,” headed by Allen 
Taylor, moved on to Wellandport 
to erect a church for the CRC com-

munity there. Jim and the “interior 
crew” stayed in Strathroy to finish the 
interior (stained plywood wainscoting 
with a repeating dark diamond, a pat-
tern for future churches).

Jim also built the pulpit for the 
Strathroy church in his home. He 
did the same for other churches over 
the years to earn some extra money. 
These pulpits met the immediate 
need for the preaching of the Word in 
the churches. In some instances, the 
original pulpit, or another very much 
like it, remained in the worship space 
for decades. (As of 2021, a form of 
the pulpit built by Jim was still be-
ing used in the Grace Free Reformed 
Church in Brantford, which pur-
chased the facility from the Brantford 
CRC in 1993.)

When the interior work in the 
Strathroy church was completed, Jim 
and the interior crew joined Dick in 
Wellandport, in the middle of the 
Niagara Peninsula. Dick and the 
outside crew would spend the week 
in Wellandport, boarding in people’s 
homes, and go back home for the 
weekend. At first Dick went on his 
own; eventually Nettie came along. 
Jim and his whole family moved in 
with a local family in Wellandport. 
Thus began the pattern that would 
continue for the next six years: some 

Wellandport Christian Reformed Church.

The new Christian school across the road from Wellandport CRC.
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crew members would go home to Sar-
nia for the weekends, and some (oc-
casionally with their families) would 
move in with church members for the 
duration of the construction.

In late 1953, Dick and his crew 
started on the Fruitland/Stoney Creek 
church, about thirty miles from 
Wellandport. It was the first of several 
brick buildings. They and the con-
gregations that hired them were now 
fine-tuning the pattern set with earlier 
projects: first, the outside crew would 
start and enclose the building and 
then move on. The inside crew would 
overlap with the outside crew for a 
time, finish the project after it had 
left, and in turn move on, too, to the 
next project. Jim and his family stayed 
in Wellandport during the building of 
both churches; Dick went back and 
forth to his home in Sarnia.

In the spring of 1954 Veenendaal’s 
teams built Wyoming CRC (just east 
of Sarnia), followed by Clinton CRC 
(an hour north of Sarnia). Jim moved 
his family to Wyoming and used his 
home there as a base to travel back 
and forth to Clinton. As with the 
earlier churches, these were A-frame 
buildings. (People occasionally de-
scribed Dick as the “Henry Ford of 

the CRC: he built A-frame and afford-
able.”) 

Next came Brantford CRC (a half 
hour west of Hamilton). Dick drove 
back and forth, going home on week-
ends, while Jim moved to Brantford 
full-time with his family. From there 
Jim also finished interior work on the 
Barrie and Brampton churches (an 
hour north and a half hour west of 
Toronto, respectively), which Dick 
and the outside crew had begun. That 
year, 1954, marked the greatest burst 

of church building for the Veenendaal 
Construction Company; there were 
several crews at work at the same time 
across Southwestern Ontario.

Late 1954 marked a major design 
shift for Dick and his crew. Maranatha 
CRC in St. Catharines, another con-
gregation in the Niagara Peninsula, 
wanted Dick and his crew to build its 
new church. It wanted a style differ-
ent from the typical wooden A-frame, 
however. Turkstra Construction had 
built an A-frame structure for Mara-
natha in 1950–1951, but the congre-
gation had outgrown it by the time it 
was finished. Maranatha bought land 
across the street for a new, larger facil-
ity and contracted with Veenendaal 
to build it. The new church was to be 
cross-shaped. Dick developed a new 
design with Maranatha CRC, and he 
and his crew added new skills to their 
repertoire. 

Veenendaal Construction com-
pleted its work on the St. Catharines 
building late in the spring of 1955. 
Dick and his crew made the move 
back to Sarnia, and Jim returned to 
Strathroy. Dick was called to do some 
work on for Second CRC of Sarnia 
and asked Jim to assist. In Novem-
ber of that same year, they built 

several pulpits 
and tables in a 
Strathroy shop. 

In the fall 
of 1956, Dick 
agreed to build 
St. Thomas 
CRC, just south 
of London, 
and then the 
Dundas CRC, 
near Hamilton. 
This was to be 
the last church 
that he and his 
crews would 
construct. He 
again asked 
Jim to be his 

Interior of Brantford Free Reformed Church.

Fruitland Christian Reformed Church, in 1955.
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and style for worship. In the words of 
Winston Churchill, in considering the 
rebuilding of the House of Commons 
in 1941: “we shape our buildings, 
afterwards they shape us.”

Dick installed Gothic windows 
into all but two churches, because 
“that’s what churches should have.” 
(He had been familiar with them in 
the Netherlands.) He put virtually the 
same roof on every church building, 
starting in Sarnia, all engineered by 

the story of faith 
is told, but also by 
which the story of 
faith is told. 

Every church 
he built included 
a steeple pointing 
to heaven. This 
was a standard fix-
ture. Inside every 
one of his church 
buildings, the 
heavy pulpit stood 
front and center, 
raised above the 
main floor on a platform of usually 
four steps and set into the front wall 
in an alcove. The communion table 
and the baptismal font rested on 
either side of the pulpit, normally on 
the main floor. The lights typically 
hung low on long chains.

For the CRC members growing up 
in these church buildings, these ele-
ments became a common architectur-
al experience, and these familiar kinds 
of spaces helped to create a standard 

interior foreman. Jim had been trying 
his hand at farming in Moorefield 
near Listowel after returning home 
from the St. Catharines building 
project but found that farming was 
not his calling. This time Jim would 
drive back and forth from Dundas, 
going home for weekends, as Dick 
had always done. After they complet-
ed the Dundas church in early 1958, 
Dick and Jim parted ways. Jim moved 
back to Listowel, where he helped to 
build the Listowel CRC in 1961 and 
the Palmerston Presbyterian church. 
He then built a permanent home for 
himself in Strathroy and (finally) 
settled there.

Building stories of faith
Throughout his church-building 
career, Dick never lost sight of the 
fact that all buildings—including 
churches—tell many stories and 
shape communities in many ways. He 
thoughtfully attended to all the details 
because he understood that a church 
building is something inside of which 

Wyoming Christian Reformed Church.

Maranatha Christian Reformed Church in St. Catharines.

Barrie Christian Reformed Church under construction. 
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for the church building; Dick made 
sure that the congregations were 
not disappointed.” These new com-
munities were fueled by a powerful 
drive to build the places that would 
centralize their activities, religious 
and otherwise. It is noteworthy that, 
of the congregations that organized 
from 1950 to 1960 in Ontario, the 
typical time between organizing as 
a congregation and constructing or 
buying a church building was two to 
three years. Many of those immigrants 
might not have come to Canada if 
they had not trusted that there soon 
would be a familiar kind of church in 
which to worship.

Right from the digging of the 
basements, these church buildings 
helped to facilitate the bonds of 
community. The congregations were 
often made up of recently arrived im-
migrants from various places in the 
Netherlands, often from a variety of 
denominations there and speaking a 
variety of regional Dutch dialects, as 
well as Frisian. Constructing a build-
ing together was a symbolic step in 
making the “many” into “one.” Since 
congregations would supply volun-
teer laborers for short lengths of time, 
Dick and his crews always helped to 
organize the workers in these church 
communities. Working together to 
build their own building was there-
fore both a physical and a spiritual 

John Tolhoek from Windsor. John 
was a part-time architect; his day job 
was as an engineer at the Ford Mo-
tor Company. His model for the roof 
construction was railroad trusses. The 
first full blueprints, from Strathroy, 
were used again and again, with only 
minor variations to suit local wishes. 
The pillars along the outside walls, 
stabilizing the rafters, were 16 feet 
apart and constructed of 12’ x 12” 
square BC fir.

Dick was a trusted builder. His 
reputation among people in On-
tario CRC communities was one of 
constructing solid, functional, and 
reasonably priced buildings. He built 
most of his churches with a budget of 
$35,000–$60,000. Congregations of-
ten financed their building with loans 
from CRC congregations or individu-
als from the United States. 

Dick was a lifelong member of the 
Sarnia CRC, where he had gotten his 
start in church-building. Yet being 
away from home for much of the 
1950s meant that he never became 
integrally involved in the life of his 
own congregation. He was, arguably, a 
missionary of sorts. 

After Dick’s crew had completed 
the Dundas church, there no longer 
seemed to be a need for his church-
building skills, and he set about 
building barns and houses in and 
around Sarnia. Four of his houses 

still stand on the street where he lived 
during the latter part of his life. 

Nettie passed away at the age of 
67 in 1973, and Dick married Josie 
Verdun two years later. He passed 
away at the age of 87 in 1996; his fu-
neral eulogy made no mention of his 
incredible contribution to the growth 
of the CRC in southern Ontario. Josie 
passed away five years later.

The Veenendaal legacy
Dick Veenendaal and the men who 
worked with him in the 1950s were 
true church builders, not just build-
ers of facilities. They believed that 
the local church, and by extension 
the church building, was the focal 
point in Dutch Reformed immigrant 
communities and the physical ex-
pression of the spiritual life of the 
congregations. It was the place where 
the important activities of the congre-
gation happened: worship, baptisms, 
weddings, professions of faith, funer-
als, catechism classes, bazaars (down-
stairs), meetings of Young People’s 
groups and Men’s and Ladies’ society 
meetings, and so much more. These 
buildings housed the body of Christ. 
And the members in those churches 
understood their value.

In the words of Jake Feenstra, 
one of the long-time members of the 
building crew, the 1950s “immigrants 
would literally give their last penny 

Wellandport CRC, with an addition on the back from 1969 and renovations in 
the early 2000s.

Wyoming CRC, with an addition on the back.
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exercise. Dick’s natural gift of facilitat-
ing was both needed and appreciated. 

Men and women volunteered to do 
what was necessary to complete their 
buildings: they were after all, build-
ing their worship spaces for their 
Lord.

Dick and the crews built twelve 
CRC church buildings in southern 
Ontario between 1948 and 1958. 
Of these, seven are still being used 
for worship. Each of those has been 
altered to meet changing conditions: 
additions added, elevators installed, 
walls removed, and walls added. In 
one case, that of Wellandport CRC, 
the worship space was turned around 
180 degrees: the back became the 
front and vice versa. In several other 
cases, the platforms at the front were 
extended into the seating space to 
make room for the praise team. The 

Appendix
The church buildings of Dick Veenendaal and his crew.

Congregation:	 Completed:
Sarnia (First)	 1949
Strathroy (East)	 1952
Wellandport	 Summer 1953
Fruitland	 Late 1953
Wyoming	 Spring 1954
Clinton	 1954
Brantford	 1954
Barrie	 1954
Brampton	 March 1955
St. Catharines Maranatha	 June 1955
Clinton United (addition on the back)	 1955
St. Thomas	 1956–1957
Dundas/Greensville	 1956–1958
Woodstock Christian School	 1959

seven remaining buildings, renovated, 
endure as homes for worshiping com-
munities more than six decades later.

Dick Veenendaal, those who 
worked for him, and the volunteers 
who worked alongside him and his 
crews all believed that God was using 
their gifts to provide physical spaces 
that would help whole communities 
to flourish across generations. The 
young Dutchman who set out for a 
new country in 1930 found not just 
adventure, but a lasting vocation 
rooted in faith in God, the ultimate 
Creator and builder. And he left more 
than buildings. In the lives of all who 
continue to use these thoughtfully 
constructed houses of worship, Dick’s 
legacy and story of faith endures.Y

Twenty-eight CRC buildings were constructed 
in Ontario west, south, and north of Toronto 
between 1948 and 1958. Twelve of those 
were built by Veenendaal and his crew—i.e., 
43 percent: five in Classis Huron, one by 
Veenendaal; three in Classis Niagara, all by 
Veenendaal; four in Classis Toronto, two 
by Veenendaal; twelve in Classis Ontario 
Southwest (formerly Chatham), four by 
Veenendaal; and four in Classis Hamilton, two 
by Veenendaal.

Information for this article was provide by 
Jake Feenstra, Sarnia (last of the original 
crew); Janet and Harry Antonides, Toronto 
(Janet is Dick’s oldest daughter); John and 
Betty Veenendaal, Sarnia (John is his youngest 
son); Dr. Terry Huberts, Victoria (son of Jim 
Huberts); and Dean Antonides (grandson).

Dick Veenendaal in retirement. 
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The “Calvin Seminary Dames”
William Katerberg

In the month of October, 1927, Mrs. 
C. Bouma entertained the ladies of 

the married men of the Calvin Semi-
nary.” So reads the first sentence in the 
Record Book of Calvin Seminary Dames. 
“At this gathering,” the minutes go 
on to say, “they 
spoke somewhat 
carelessly of 
forming a club. 
But the jesting 
was soon to 
culminate into a 
pleasant real-
ity.” The jesting 
was real and was 
reflected in the 
playful name 
“the ladies” gave 
themselves. But 
the club’s goals 
were earnest.

Mrs. C. 
Bouma (Tessie 
Luidens) was 
the spouse of 
Rev. Dr. Clar-
ence Bouma. 
She was from 
Grand Rapids 
and at 33 years 
old likely was 
not a whole lot 
older than some 
of the Seminary 
Dames. Clarence Bouma had gradu-
ated from the seminary in 1917 and 
had gone on to earn graduate degrees 
at Princeton, Harvard, and the Free 
University in Amsterdam. He and Tes-
sie married in 1918 in Grand Rapids. 
He briefly pastored a church in Pas-
saic, New Jersey, before they returned 
to Grand Rapids in 1924, where he 

would teach at the seminary for al-
most thirty years.

In November 1927 the “ladies of 
the married men of the Calvin Semi-
nary” met again. Thirteen of them. 
They entertained the idea of organiz-

“

William Katerberg is curator of 
Heritage Hall and a professor of 
history at Calvin University.

ing a club, deciding “to have discus-
sions at our meetings of such topics 
as might later prove helpful in our 
station as wives, more especially as 
wives of ministers.” We can learn a lot 
from the “Dames’” history—about the 
seminary, the church, and the roles of 
women and men.

Tessie Luidens Bouma, front row, center, from a photo of the Girls 
Society of Summer Street Christian Reformed Church in 1924, where 
Clarence was pastor in 1923-1924. Courtesy of Heritage Hall.
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The first entries in the Record Book of Calvin Seminary Dames. Courtesy of Heritage Hall.
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-   -   -     

My mother, Jean Visscher, was one 
of these women—blue collar, rural, 
immigrant, and a Calvin Seminary 
Dame. She was twenty-three when 
she arrived in Grand Rapids and had 
been raised on family farms in the 
Netherlands and Canada. She had 
immigrated with her family from a 
small town in the province of Drenthe 
to Drayton, Ontario, in 1949 at the 
age of eight. The teacher in the small 
school set immigrant children back 
a grade or two because they did not 
speak English, she later recalled.

She quit school at fourteen to work 
at home on the farm. In September 
1963 she moved to Grand Rapids to 
join her fiancé, my father, Henry Kat-
erberg. He was already in Grand Rap-
ids, studying at Calvin College, and 
three years later would be a student 
at Calvin Theological Seminary. She 
studied at the Reformed Bible Insti-
tute (RBI) for a couple of years before 
they had children. He had played on 
the soccer team his first year at Calvin 
but did not rejoin it the next year, in-

-   -   -     

The wives of pastors, along with 
women generally, are mostly miss-
ing from histories of the Christian 
Reformed Church (CRC). Typically, 
wives of seminary students and pas-
tors left behind few records, or no one 
bothered to keep records that might 
have existed. Often, even their names 
are not mentioned in church histories, 
as Janet Sjaarda Sheeres notes in For 
Better For Worse: Stories of the Wives of 
Early Pastors of the Christian Reformed 
Church. Entries from the fall of 1927 
in the minutes book of the Seminary 
Dames reflect this pattern. “Mrs. C. 
Bouma” and the dozen other women 
did not record their own names. 

Despite this habit of overlook-
ing women, by the early twentieth 
century some Christian Reformed 
congregations expected the wives of 
pastors to play active roles in the life 
and work of their church community. 
Pastors’ wives in these congregations 
served as “unpaid adjuncts to their 
husband’s work,” as Sheeres puts it. 

Some pastors’ wives came from 
middle class and elite homes. By the 
1920s and 1930s some had obtained 
not only high school diplomas but 
also college degrees. A few of those 
college graduates likely had stood out 
as excellent students at Calvin Col-
lege. But unlike their husbands, they 
had few career options, especially 
because they would be the wives of 
“dominees” or “reverends.” 

Some of these women came from 
blue collar and rural backgrounds, 
however, and perhaps felt less 
equipped by social class and limited 
education to live up to the expecta-
tions of being the wife of the dominie. 
Local expectations for pastors’ wives 
presumably varied, shaped among 
other things by whether the church 
was rural or urban, working class or 
prestigious. But there were always 
expectations.

stead spending time with my mother 
and working more hours to be better 
able to support the two of them when 
they married. A little over a year later, 
in December 1964, they married in 
Drayton.

That first year my mother lived 
with a family in East Grand Rapids, 
serving as its cook. She made meals 
for the family, eating by herself in the 
kitchen. “So that should give you an 
idea of what kind of people they are,” 
she commented tartly in a letter home 
a week or so after arriving. She also 
did the ironing “and some other small 
things to fill the necessary hours,” 
which included keeping an eye on 
the 13-year-old daughter. She had the 
third floor of the house to herself, 
with a bedroom, bathroom, and hall-
way. It was more space than she had 
ever enjoyed in farmhouses crowded 
with children. But it was perhaps a 
little too quiet for a young immigrant 
woman accustomed to a boisterous 
family. Her employers left her with 
the dog one weekend when the family 
went away for the last time that sea-
son (to a cottage, presumably). 

In her first letter to her family 
back home in Canada, my mother 
explained that she was waiting for the 
results of tests that she had written at 
RBI to determine which classes she 
would take. These tests were required 
of all students who, like her, did not 
have a high school diploma. She was 
eager that night to write a second 
letter, one to her sister Alida, who 
lived in Bloomfield, Ontario, with her 
husband Reverend John Zantingh. He 
was the dominee at Bethany Christian 
Reformed Church, their first pastor-
ate. In the 1980s and 1990s he and 
my father would play golf together 
on Mondays, their day off, often with 
other local CRC pastors. 

My mother’s younger sister, There-
asa, arrived in Grand Rapids with 
her and started at Calvin College that 
same month. She also boarded with 

Henry Katerberg and Jean Visscher (standing) 
at a wedding, 1962. Courtesy of the author.
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and worked for a local family, in the 
fashionable Ottawa Hills neighbor-
hood southeast of the Calvin College 
and Seminary campus on nearby 
Franklin Street. She and my father 
took classes at both the Franklin cam-
pus and the new Knollcrest campus 
being built during the 1960s.

Despite English being her sec-
ond language, and not having been 
in school for almost a decade, my 
mother loved being at RBI. “I enjoy 
every minute of school, classes and 
other activities,” she told her father 
and family in a letter soon after school 
had started in September. “All except 
the homework.” Ever the pragmatist, 
and by upbringing unable to do any-
thing less than work hard, she went 
on to say, “But since one doesn’t get 
anywhere without that, I do it wheth-
er I like it or not. This usually keeps 
me busy all afternoon till it’s time to 

start supper, and till ten or so at night. 
So you see I have not time to get into 
mischief.”

The comment about busyness and 
mischief perhaps was meant to reas-
sure her worried father back home on 
the farm in Canada, letting him know 
that his two daughters, away from 
family for the first time and living in 
a strange city in a foreign country, 
were safe and behaving responsi-
bly. My mother’s life would only get 
busier in the coming years. The same 
semester she became a Calvin Semi-
nary Dame, when my father started 
as a student there in the fall of 1966, 
she also would become the mother 
of the first of her children, twin boys 
whose mischief would drive her and 
my father to distraction—pulling her 
pots and pans out of cupboards and 
messing up his carefully organized 
bookshelves.

-   -   -     

Back in November 1927 the new 
Calvin Seminary Dames club decided 
to meet on the first Wednesday morn-
ing of each month and enjoy a light 
lunch. Tessie Bouma “consented” to 
serve as a mentor for the club—its 
“honorary president”—and agreed to 
help when the dames “needed aid.” 
She would play this role into the 
1940s.

At the December 1927 meeting one 
of the members, a “Mrs. Kooyers,” 
spoke on the theme of “The Minister’s 
Wife.” A discussion followed. The 
next meeting, in January 1928, was 
on a Friday due to exams at the semi-
nary. The Dames read and discussed 
an article on “The Christian Family.” 
In February, Clarence Bouma spoke 
on “How the minister’s wife can aid 

Seminary Dames from 1935, with their husbands, in 1975. The photo is listed as the graduating class of 1935. Almost none of these photos included 
the spouses. One of the Dames is sitting alone, her husband having passed away. Courtesy of Heritage Hall. 
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her husband from the pew.” One won-
ders whether he consulted with Tessie 
when preparing his remarks!

The club’s minutes reveal that the 
meetings followed this format into the 
early 1970s. (The last minutes that 
the archives have are from 1977.) The 
club of necessity became more struc-
tured in the early 1950s, as the num-
ber of members grew to almost eighty. 
It then began to divide its members 
into groups, each group taking charge 
of one meeting a year, giving all the 
members an “opportunity for training 
in leadership.”

In addition to lectures and discus-
sions, the meetings included prayers; 
updates on the Dames and their semi-
nary husbands and children (“cheer 
reports”); and “refreshments” or a 
“light lunch.” Sometimes “the men” 
joined them for refreshments. On oc-
casion the Dames had meetings in the 
evening. But the group had grown too 
large to meet “in each other’s homes,” 
as it had done in the early years.

These details are reported in the 
description of the club in the 1951 
edition of the Calvin Prism, the annu-
al photo yearbook of Calvin College 
and Seminary. The club had become 
well enough established to be treated 
as an official seminary club, and that 
year Prism included a photo of some 
of the women. In the late 1960s the 
“Calvin Seminary Dames” were listed 
as a club in the official seminary stu-
dent handbook.

Speakers at meetings continued to 
include “Seminary Dames” themselves 
and the wives of pastors and mis-
sionaries. A growing number of club 
members over the decades had earned 
college degrees. The wives of pastors 
sometimes focused on “how they feel 
they, as wives, fit with their husband’s 
ministries.” Speakers also included 
seminary and college faculty, local 
clergy, missionaries, and staff from 
the CRC denominational offices. A 
speaker in the early 1970s, for exam-

ple, talked about how the Calvinettes 
program for girls was evolving. (The 
Calvinettes, now “Gems,” and Cadets 
were Christian Reformed alterna-
tives to Girl Scouts and Boy Scouts, 
with both CRC clubs starting in the 
1950s.) When there was no speaker, 
the club discussed Bible passages and 
other readings.

The speakers and discussions re-
mained mostly practical, as the found-
ers of the club had proposed in 1927. 
Should “your door”—the parsonage 

seminary student husbands thought if 
they and their Seminary Dame wives 
discussed the topic later that evening. 
(I do not recall my mother critiquing 
my father’s sermons, but my sisters 
and I sometimes had fun with him—
him taking our smart-alecky remarks 
in good stride.)

Only rarely did political events or 
social and economic issues make it 
into the minutes. The January 1942 
minutes, for example, make no men-
tion of the attack on Pearl Harbor in 

Calvin Seminary Dames in the 1951 Prism yearbook of Calvin College and Seminary. Courtesy of 
Heritage Hall.

was also a home, after all—always be 
open to parishioners in need? What 
should a pastor tell his wife about go-
ings on in the church? In the decades 
after World War II, the meetings often 
included reports by wives on their 
husband’s summer internships or 
slide shows by missionaries.

My favorite discussion topic is 
from November 1965. Dr. Lester De 
Koster spoke on the delicate subject 
of “How to Criticize Your Husband’s 
Sermons.” De Koster himself was not 
a pastor but a historical theologian, li-
brarian, professor of speech, and later 
editor of The Banner. The minutes 
describe his thoughts as “interesting” 
and based on “(1) our relationships to 
our husbands and (2) our relationship 
to what he says.” I wonder what the 

December 1941 or the U.S. declara-
tions of war a day later. The focus of 
the January 1942 meeting, reflect-
ing the club’s purpose, was (1) what 
ministers’ wives should do “regarding 
sales, bazaars, etc., when these are 
opposed by some in the church” and 
(2) whether a minister’s wife should 
be “allowed to belong to organizations 
or take part in activities outside the 
church.” The same meeting featured 
one of the wives offering “a very in-
structive lesson in directing” choirs.

The general silence on current 
events and issues does not mean that 
the Seminary Dames never discussed 
such matters but simply reflects the 
fact that they were not part of the 
club’s stated purpose. On the rare oc-
casion when a current issue comes up 
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in the minutes, it is in the context of 
something that would affect the work 
of local churches. The minutes for 
February 1966, for example, record 
that Louis Smedes spoke to help club 
members “better see the problems 
facing minority groups.” In November 
1968, a woman spoke on the topic of 
“A Black Christian Looks at Race.” In 
the early 1970s, a guest speaker led 
the group in playing “Star Power,” 
a game about social conditions and 
rules. After playing, the group dis-
cussed “what we as Christians can do 
to help change harmful social rules 
and conditions.” Another speaker, a 
local obstetrician and gynecologist, 
spoke on abortion and the Right to 
Life Committee. 

As these topics suggest, the con-
cerns of the wives of seminary stu-
dents and pastors evolved along with 
those of the church. My parents were 
in Canada at one of my father’s sum-
mer internships during the “race riot” 
in Grand Rapids in July 1967. They 
both told stories about their African 
American neighbors in Grand Rapids, 
however, and recalled how the assassi-
nation of Martin Luther King in April 

1968 unsettled 
the neighbor-
hood in which 
they lived.

-   -   -     

My mother 
shows up sev-
eral times in the 
Calvin Seminary 
Dames minutes, 
reflecting the 
joys and sorrows 
of life, even 
for the mostly 
young seminary 
students and 
their families.

The first time 
is the meeting 

minutes from the month after my twin 
brother and I were born in 1966. “We” 
were a total surprise. “Twee jonkies?!” 
(“Two little ones?!”) exclaimed my 
paternal grandmother upon finding 
out. My father, on hearing after his 
morning class that my mother was in 
labor, rushed to the hospital. He likely 
felt faint on learning that he had not 
one but two children. Remarkably, the 
minutes also mention that twin girls 
had been born to another seminary 
student couple. It was quite a month 
for babies at the seminary, apparently. 
The seminary had a donation box for 
my brother and me, as we had arrived 
six weeks early and my parents needed 
help to pay the hospital bill for keep-
ing us in incubators.

Two years later there are four 
reports related to my mother. One 
report notes that my brother was 
at Blodgett Hospital in East Grand 
Rapids. A standalone follow-up entry 
a week later records that he had died 
and that the club had sent a sympathy 
gift to my parents. The next month, a 
third report indicates that my parents 
had sent the club a thank-you note. 
Finally, two months later, the minutes 

report that my mother led the singing 
at a joint meeting of the Calvin Semi-
nary Dames and the Adelphia Society 
of Western Theological Seminary, the 
women spouses’ organization there. 

Leading the singing was an ex-
ample of the kind of role that the club 
was meant to encourage. My mother 
loved music and had a naturally good 
voice. She often sang ditties or played 
classical music records at home 
while she worked. And she sang in 
the choirs of the churches my father 
pastored. In the year after this meet-
ing, the Calvin Seminary Dames met 
more times with the Adelphia Society 
at Western (a seminary in Holland, 
Michigan, associated with the Re-
formed Church in America).

A year later, my sister was born. By 
then my father had graduated from 
the seminary, and we were living in 
Canada. My sister arrived the same 
month during which he started min-
istry in his first congregation and was 
ordained. My mother had graduated, 
too, from Seminary Dame to pas-
tor’s wife. Apparently confused about 
having a sister, I am reported to have 
asked, “He’s a she?”

In the 1960s the Seminary Dames 
were meeting on the new Knollcrest 
campus. They had their refreshments 
in the seminary coffee shop or in 
the Commons cafeteria on the col-
lege campus. A sign of cultural and 
religious change in the Sixties and 
Seventies was a talk by a local Meth-
odist minister on “The Crisis in the 
Ministry Today.” Another sign was a 
presentation about the role of “Chris-
tian folk music” and how it can speak 
to contemporary religious questions. 
The minutes record that the mem-
bers enjoyed listening to selections of 
both “folk music” and “Christian folk 
music.”

It is hard for me to know—drawing 
on childhood and adolescent memo-
ries—how being a Reformed Bible 
Institute student and Calvin Seminary 

The twins with Opa Visscher in 1967. Courtesy of the author.
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Dame shaped my mother. How well 
had these experiences equipped her to 
be a pastor’s wife? (She and my father 
both helped my sisters and me with 
homework, abilities enhanced by their 
time studying in Grand Rapids.)

I remember that my mother was 
active in the congregations that my 
father served. She was always in the 
church choir. Over time she gained 
enough confidence to solo on occa-
sion in a worship service. She did not, 
in my memory, lead women’s groups 
in the congregations my father pas-
tored, but she participated in most, if 
not all, of them. I do not know how 
much of the “spiritual service” ex-
pected of a pastor’s wife she enjoyed 
and how much of it was a burden that 
she endured. I know that she had fun 
hanging out with church youth and 
young adults at the annual Young 
People’s Society retreats. The “Young 
People,” and especially the guys, 
delighted in and were exasperated by 
the fact that they could not beat her 
in ping pong.

In the early 1980s, after many 
years of being a dutiful pastor’s wife, 
participating in all the “ladies’” 
organizations in their congregations, 
my mother’s sister Alida decided 
that she’d been a dutiful spouse long 
enough. She stepped back a little 
from the expected duties as the pas-
tor’s wife and began working as a 
nursing aid in senior care facilities, 
something she loved. A few years 
later, in the late 1980s, my mother 
similarly went back to work outside 
the home. These choices coincided 
with their children growing up and 
moving out, as there was less work to 
keep up with at home.

-   -   -     

In the early-to-mid-1970s, the 
club began to change. In 1972 the 
Seminary Dames began discussing 
the club’s future, with an eye toward 

making “it 
“more inviting 
to the wives.” 
Meetings in the 
following years 
often included 
games, skits, 
and crafts. Some 
of the topics 
focused less on 
their roles as 
future pastor’s 
wives and more 
on themselves 
as women. 
In 1974, for 
example, the 
minutes report 
a discussion of 
“our bodies and 
ourselves as 
women,” led by 
a local doctor of 
internal medi-
cine, a woman. 
The club also 
investigated 
organizing a 
daycare nursery 
for seminar-
ian children at 
the seminary. 
Though the offi-
cial name of the 
group remained 
the Calvin Semi-
nary Dames in 
the seminary’s 
annual catalog, 
the group was now generally refer-
ring to itself as “Seminary Wives.”

The description of the “Seminary 
Women” group in the seminary 
Student Handbook in 1987 alluded 
to challenges that seminary wives 
faced. “It is very important, a note 
said, “that you communicate your 
situation to someone so that the Body 
of Christ might function and serve 
as it should! Please do not suffer in 
silence.” 

The new challenges the club faced 
reflected changing social, cultural, 
and political views about women’s 
roles. Debates in society and church 
about women’s roles likely help ex-
plain declining interest in the club by 
seminary student wives and a desire 
for something different. A speaker 
in 1972 focused on women’s roles 
in the church, “a married woman’s 
relationship with her husband,” and 
sexism. Two months later, Calvin 

Advertisement for “Seminary wives” in the 30 September 1974 issue of 
Kerux, the seminary student produced weekly newsletter. It mentions 
the “our bodies and ourselves” lecture.
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Seminary professor Melvin Hugen led 
a discussion about divorce and deal-
ing “redemptively” with those going 
through divorces. In 1973 the group 
discussed “frustration” and whether 
its members should send a petition 
to the seminary to create non-credit 
courses for wives.

Wives of Calvin seminary students 
perhaps no longer held shared cul-
tural and religious expectations about 
being a pastor’s wife, as had been the 
case from the from the 1920s through 
the 1960s. They may no longer have 
assumed that this role would define 
who they were. By 1975–1976 the 
club was no longer meeting monthly. 
Seminary faculty wives would have 
changing groups of student wives 
to their homes for “informal discus-
sions.” The “traditional teas and 
banquets would be held as usual,” 
however. Instead of club-organized 
programing, the seminary offered 
non-credit courses for seminary 
wives, notably in preparation for 
their being ministers’ wives. The first 
few women students began taking 
regular courses at the seminary in the 
1970s—as “unclassified students.” 

In the 1980s and 1990s, the wives 
of students continued to play a 
“spiritual service” role at the semi-
nary, putting together the student life 
“Orientation Handbook” for seminar-
ians and their families. It detailed re-
sources for these families while they 
lived in Grand Rapids. The covers 
read, “Compiled by Seminary Wives.” 
By that point, however, the era of the 
“seminary wife” was ending.

A small, growing number of 
women at the seminary were there as 
degree-seeking students, some aspir-
ing to become pastors themselves 
and some eventually succeeding. 
The spouses of seminary students 
and pastors began to include men as 
well as women. 
And, whether 
men or women, 
increasingly 
the spouses of 
clergy would 
have careers of 
their own. Those 
spousal careers 
have become 
factors in wheth-
er and when 
pastors are able 
accept a “call” to 
move to a new 
congregation.

-   -   -

The minutes 
we have in the 
archives for the 
Calvin Seminary 
Dames end in 
1977. A note 
card from 1986 
inserted in 
one of the two 
minutes books 
(1927–1963 and 
1963–1977) 
explains that 
the “’Seminary 

Women officers” had passed around 
the books over the decades. 

The person who wrote the note 
and sent the minutes books to the 
archives was Lois De Jong, wife of 
the then seminary president, Rever-
end James De Jong. She wrote that 
she thought the minutes should be 
“carefully preserved,” commenting: 
“My opinion.” Perhaps her pastor-
president husband was not so sure, or 
perhaps she worried that the curator 
of Heritage Hall might not agree. In 
any case, the minutes are here in the 
archives, and they provide an im-
portant window into the histories of 
the seminary and the church and the 
place of women in those histories.Y

Calvin Theological Seminary Orientation 
Handbook, 1998. Courtesy of Heritage Hall.

Note from Lois De Jong, 1986. Courtesy of Heritage Hall.
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The First Dutch-Born woman  
on a Mormon Wagon Train to Utah
Janet Sjaarda Sheeres

Founded in 1847, Pella, Iowa, 
was named thus because bibli-

cally it means “City of Refuge,” in this 
case for Dutch Reformed immigrants. 
Not all considered it such. Only a 
couple of years after arriving, one 
woman decided it was not a refuge 
for her and left not only the town but 
her husband as well. What prompted 
Geertruij Marcus van Beijnum to join 
a Mormon wagon train and head for 
that other “Zion,” a refuge for Mor-
mons in Salt Lake City, Utah? Hers is 
one of those Dutch immigrant stories 
that has long been neglected but is 
worth sharing.  

First Marriage
At promptly nine o’clock on the 
morning of Wednesday, the 25th of 
February 1835, Geertruij Marcus, a 
domestic servant, and Antonie van 
Beijnum, a tailor, appeared at Utrecht’s 
city hall to be married. After handing 
over the required identification docu-
ments and answering the questions 
he posed to them—that each would 
take the other as their spouse—the 
officiating magistrate declared the two 
husband and wife. Not having learned 
to write, Geertruij’s signature is absent 
from the document.1 

The Dutch marriage law of 1806 
did not concern itself with the private 
affairs of people entering marriage, 
such as age difference or religious af-
filiation. Antonie being sixteen years 
older and belonging to the Dutch 
Reformed Church and Geertruij 
having been baptized in the Roman 
Catholic Church thus were not is-

sues. Geertruij’s parents had passed 
away many years before the marriage 
and were not present to forbid her to 
marry outside her church. The couple 
settled in Utrecht.

Already in the Middle Ages, 
Utrecht had been an important city 
in the Netherlands, second only to 
Amsterdam. It was known for its 
clothing and fabric shops. A city full 
of well-to-do people would have pro-
vided an adequate income for a tailor, 
and Geertruij could have expected a 
promising future with her much older 
husband. After her marriage she no 
longer needed to work as a domestic 
but could run her own household. 

In July of the year of their mar-
riage, Rev. Hendrik P. Scholte, a Dutch 
Reformed pastor who had left the 
state church, arrived in Utrecht to 
preach a secessionist message.2 He 
was able to rouse enough interest in 
this new movement that a number 
of people soon withdrew their mem-
bership from the Dutch Reformed 
Church. They joined the newly 
founded Christian Seceder denomi-
nation when Rev. Scholte formally 
instituted a congregation in Utrecht in 
December 1836. 

According to its membership list 
only Antonie joined in 1844.3 Nev-
ertheless, Geertruij attended services 
with her husband because, when in 
1847 Rev. Scholte organized a party 
of seceder immigrants to emigrate 
the United States, both she and 
Antonie signed up. The bylaws of 
Scholte’s Society for Emigration to 
North America specifically stated that 
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in Baltimore, Scholte joined the passen-
gers and helped them on their journey 
inland. 

From Baltimore the immigrants took 
the train to Columbia, Pennsylvania; 
from there they continued by canal 
boats to Pittsburgh. While the Dutch 
were used to canal boat travel in the 
Netherlands, this was an entirely differ-
ent experience. The eleven-day, 172-
mile trip was negotiated by 130 locks, 
each lifting the boats seven to eight 
feet. This leg of the journey claimed the 
lives of four more immigrants, whose 
bodies were buried along the canal. 
From Pittsburgh they sailed down the 
Ohio River to St. Louis, Missouri. Here 
the party suffered the most deaths of 
the entire journey, due to cholera; the 
hot, humid weather; poor food and 

Roman Catholics were not eligible 
to join.4 This restriction is under-
standable given that Scholte “hated 
the Catholics more than anyone 
else,” according to historian Jacob 
Van Hinte.5 Scholte also stipulated 
that the Society’s board “accept only 
those who can pay their own way 
[to America] and [once in Pella] 
establish themselves.”6 It seems that 
Antonie’s tailoring had not been as 
profitable as hoped, as he was not 
able to raise the required passage 
funds. Fortunately, help arrived in 
March of 1847, a month before their 
sailing, when Gerrit Rijsdam, an 
Emigration Society board member, 
paid the 160 guilders “passage for 
van Beijnum et ux.”7 The couple had 
no children. 

The Journey
Their journey from the Nether-
lands to Pella across the ocean and 
halfway across the United States 
took four months. The Scholte 
group left the Netherlands in four 
ships in April 1847. Antonie and 
Geertruij sailed on the SS Catherina 
Jackson, the first of the four ships to 
arrive in Baltimore in May.8 Twenty 
passengers among the nearly eight 
hundred on the four ships suffered 
fatal injuries as a result of a violent 
storm at sea. The ships’ crews placed 
the bodies of the deceased in canvas 
sacks and, with an appropriate cer-
emony, consigned them to the deep.9 
When the other three ships arrived 

water; unsanitary 
housing; and the 
lack of medical 
care. 

After a few-
weeks stay in the 
city, waiting for 
Scholte to pro-
cure land in Iowa, 
the immigrants 
pushed on to 
Keokuk, Iowa, by 
riverboat. For the 
final 120 miles 
of the journey to 
Pella, the well-
to-do purchased 
horses and 
carriages, while 

others bought oxen and carts, and 
still others slogged on foot through 
mud in the pouring rain, arriving in 
Pella in August. This last leg of the 
journey cost the lives of three more 
people. Gerrit Rijsdam noted that “It 
is possible that during the entire trip 
as many as one hundred people died 
before reaching Pella.”10  

Pella
Not all the immigrants arrived in Pella 
at the same time. According to fellow 
passenger Sjoerd Sipma, “about half 
of those destined for Pella, including 
tailors and seamstresses, remained 
in St. Louis to earn money.”11 That 
decision made practical sense. Pella 
did not yet have living quarters in 
August 1847 and certainly no place to 

SS Katherine Jackson of Baltimore. Painted by M. A. Thomas in 1844. The 
ship was built in 1833. Collection of Chesapeake Bay Maritime Museum.

A view of Pella, ca. 1847. Artists unknown. Courtesy of Heritage Hall.
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set up a tailoring shop. Besides that, 
there were more pressing needs in 
the early days of the settlement than 
having a suit or dress made. Antonie 
and Geertruij arrived at some point 
during the spring or summer of 1848, 
when enough cabins had been built 

The details of this story are es-
sential to understanding what hap-
pened to Gertrude. Leaving behind 
her Catholic roots when she married, 
along with the hardship and disorien-
tation that she and the other immi-
grants experienced in leaving Holland 
and slogging to frontier Iowa, likely 
left her feeling uprooted enough that 
joining Mormon colonists going to 
Utah would attract her.

Pella and the Church of Jesus Christ 
of Latter-day Saints 
After the death of their founding 
leader, Joseph Smith, at the hands of 
a lynch mob in Nauvoo, Illinois, in 
June 1844, the leaders of the Church 
of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints 
(LDS), usually referred to as Mor-
mons, fled Illinois. They crossed 
the Mississippi and spread out into 
southeastern 
Iowa, including 
the Pella area.14 
Here they estab-
lished staging 
areas to organize 
wagon trains 
heading farther 
west. Mormon 
leaders settled 
on Utah, a Mexi-
can Territory, 
as their new 
Zion, a refuge to 
avoid being in 
a United States 
jurisdiction.15

In 1846 
Brigham Young, 
the newly 
elected Mor-
mon leader, led 
the first wagon 
train to Utah. 
So many would 
follow that 
by 1848 large 
wagon trains 
rolling through 

Pella were purchasing cattle and other 
necessities to take farther west. 

Gertrude had already learned 
something about Mormons in St. 
Louis, where thousands of Mormon 
immigrants from Europe were waiting 
for riverboats to take them to south-
east Iowa, the staging area from which 
they prepared to cross the prairies to 
Utah. As the Mormon wagon trains 
passed through Pella, she learned 
more about these people and why 
they were on the move.

Rational for leaving Pella
To understand why Gertrude joined 
the Mormons, keep her background 
in mind. She had been brought up in 
the Roman Catholic Church and was 
not staunchly Reformed like Antonie. 
Unlike the stern Christian Seceders, 
Mormons, like the Roman Catholics 

Print showing exterior view of Joseph Smith's 
original Mormon temple building in Nauvoo, 
Illinois. Des Moines, Ia. : State Lith. & Eng. 
Co., c1890. Library of Congress 2006677498.

to house the newcomers, along with a 
cabin that served as a church.

In comparison to Utrecht, a city 
with a cathedral and beautiful church 
buildings, the cabin erected to hold 
worship services likely seemed primi-
tive to Geertruij, who from now on 
would use Gertrude, the English 
version of her name. Henry Hospers, 
in a letter to his father in the Nether-
lands, described the frontier church 
as follows: “The building measures 40 
x 60. Everything shows that lack of 
money prevented its completion. And 
when one enters it on Sundays, he 
sees, notwithstanding a floor half fin-
ished, rough-board seats and a crude 
pulpit.”12 According to the council 
minutes of the (independent) Chris-
tian Church in Pella, the van Beij-
nums, while they may have attended, 
did not join this congregation in the 
years 1848–1849.13

Nauvoo, Illinois, circa 1846, with the Temple on a hill in the background. 
Wikimedia Commons.
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of her youth, allowed for more enter-
tainment, such as dancing, singing, 
and card playing.16 Until her marriage 
to Antonie, Gertrude’s faith life had 
included the adoration of saints. The 
Roman Catholic Church venerated 
many saints, including one that was 
her namesake, Saint Gertrude, whose 

port themselves once in Utah. On her 
own Gertrude did not qualify; nor 
did she have the financial means. Any 
money she and Antonie had earned 
in St. Louis was earmarked to pay off 
their debt to Gerrit Rijskamp and to 
set up shop in Pella. 

Whatever her reasons for leaving, 
the 1850 Iowa United States Federal 
Census (USFC) indicates that Ger-
trude had left Pella. Antonie is listed 
in the Census as boarding with a 
Dutch family, confirming that Ger-
trude had left him by that time. Ac-
cording to the Marion County Probate 
Records, he died on 9 May 1851.18 
Another person not listed as living in 
Pella, or in the surrounding county, 
was Martin Zyderlaar.

Martin Zyderlaar
Martin was six years old when his 
father died in 1830 in Dordrecht, 
the Netherlands. Two years later, his 
mother, Maria de Boo, married Pierre 
A. F. Wigny, a scheepsslijter, (shipping 
agent). 

According to family records, Wig-
ny was well-to-do and deeply reli-
gious.19 In 1834 he left the Dordrecht 
Dutch Reformed Church and joined 
the Christian Seceders. In March of 
1840 he was the elder delegate for the 
Dordrecht Christian Seceders, attend-
ing a special meeting of the church’s 
supervisors in Amsterdam. Here he 
met with such seceder notables as 
the Reverends De Cock, Scholte, Van 
Raalte, Van Velzen, Brummelkamp, 
Zonne, De Moen, and others.20 

By 1847 Wigny had become such 
an influential person in Secession 
circles that he was appointed by 
Scholte as the Emigration Society’s 
board member for Dordrecht. His 
task was to oversee the applicants. 
This board was instructed to receive 
only sober, industrious, and moral 
persons as members of the colony. In-
fidels, Roman Catholics, and atheists 
were barred.21

Young Martin, now Wigny’s step-
son, was a teenager when he attended 
the Christian Seceder congregation 
in Dordrecht, along with his mother, 
his stepfather, his older sister, and his 
younger stepsister. After finishing his 
elementary education, he became a 
sailor, thereby learning rudimentary 
English.

Emigration
Like the van Beijnums, the Wigny 
family joined the Scholte group 
bound for America in 1847.22 They 
sailed on the SS Nagasaki.23 The 
obituary of Martin’s stepsister in the 
27 April 1922 issue of de Volksvriend 
states that she came to America in 
1847 with a sister and a brother.24 

Either on the journey or soon after 
their arrival in Pella, Martin’s mother 
and sister passed away. Wigny mar-
ried Gertrui Helmich on 27 January 
1849.25 The marriage lasted only until 
October of that year, when Gertrui 
died due to consumption (tuberculo-
sis). In February 1850 Wigny mar-
ried Anke van Hettinga.26 Marrying 
shortly after the death of a spouse 
was not uncommon in the early 
days of Dutch colonies, when a man 
needed a woman in the house and a 
woman needed a man for support. 
But Wigny’s successive marriages, 
so soon after the death of Martin’s 
mother, may have riled Martin. He 
may also have felt that Wigny’s deci-
sion to emigrate had subjected his 
mother and sister to dangers and led 
to their deaths. 

At the age of 23, feeling no alle-
giance to his stepfather, nor to Pella 
and the Christian Church organized 
by Scholte, Martin was free to go as 
he pleased. At some point, either in 
St. Louis or in Pella, he had become 
intrigued with Mormonism. In Pella 
he saw the wagon trains heading 
west and decided to join them. His 
sailor earnings and whatever his 
mother had left him allowed him to 

Portrait of Brigham Young, the Mormon 
Moses, taken by Marsena Cannon in Salt Lake 
City in 1853. Wikimedia Commons.

day the church observed on Novem-
ber 15. The adulation of saints, so 
abhorrent to Protestant Christians, 
had been a comforting element of 
her childhood. Leaving the Nether-
lands had further unmoored her as 
a person. Now, in Iowa, there were 
people who called themselves Latter-
day Saints and who like all saints were 
willing to face persecution and hard-
ship for their faith. John Huijskamp’s 
article in the Sheboygan Nieuwsbode 
noted that the Mormons were vigor-
ously proselytizing among the Dutch 
in Pella and that their testimony in-
spired Gertrude to hear them out and 
ultimately join them.17 

The LDS wagon trains were highly 
regulated. Single, unchaperoned 
women were not allowed. As with 
Rev. Scholte’s rules, the LDS church 
decreed that travelers had to pay for 
their own passage and be able to sup-
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purchase a wagon, a team of oxen, 
and provisions. Somewhere along 
the way Martin met Gertrude Mar-
cus, who shared his convictions. Two 
people who had been unmoored from 
their pasts seem to have hoped to find 
new stability in each other and a new 
religious community. 

1850 to 1853
There are no extant records of where 
Getrude and Martin were between 
1850 and June 1853 when Martin 
joined the LDS church. They married 
in Salt Lake City.27 The best we can 
do is describe the likely journey they 
took.

The only way to travel to Utah in 
those years was by wagon train, and 
because they joined the LDS church in 
Utah, they likely traveled there with 
a Mormon wagon train. Information 
about these early wagon trains fills 

in the gaps about their likely where-
abouts. They left Pella early in 1850 
before that year’s federal census was 
taken. (The census was usually taken 
in June.) Wagon trains left from mid-
April to early May, and thus by June 
they were already traveling across 
Iowa. Neither would they have been 
counted in the fall when they arrived 
in Pottawattamie County, Iowa, to 
overwinter. 

Having endured the strenuous At-
lantic crossing from the Netherlands 
to America and then across half of 
America to Pella, Getrude apparently 
was not afraid to undertake a journey 
farther west. She had no children to 
keep her in Pella, and without having 
given birth to any, at age forty she 
was still in relatively good physical 
shape. In 1850 there were still no 
railways crossing Iowa, so the first leg 
of the trip took Gertrude and Martin 

through Iowa to the Mormon winter 
quarters in Pottawattomie County, 
Iowa.28 

The main Morman staging area at 
the Missouri River, called the Grand 
Encampment, was located south of 
Council Bluffs, extending nine miles 
to the east. There was not enough 
grass, wood, and water to support 
10,000 to 15,000 people, 3,000 wag-
ons, 30,000 cattle, immense flocks of 
sheep, and great numbers of horses 
and mules. The Mormons thus fanned 
out on both sides of the river (mostly 
on the Iowa side), forming small com-
munities.29 

Here many Mormons settled for 
a time in1846–1847, to assist later 
groups bound for Utah. These Mor-
mons took advantage of business 
opportunities in a bustling frontier 
outfitting center. It soon would teem 
with even more travelers, many of 
them bound for California after gold 
was discovered there in 1848. By 
early 1852, the population of Kanes-
ville, one of the Mormon towns, 
had reached about 5,000, even after 
most Mormons had left in late 1851, 
obeying Brigham Young’s summons 
to remove to the Mormon colony 
in Utah.30 In whatever community 
Gertrude and Martin lived during the 
winter months, they made themselves 
useful. Every person was needed to 
look after the ill, the cattle, and food 
supplies and take care of countless 
other tasks. 

Like their fellow Mormons, Ger-
trude and Martin heeded Brigham 
Young’s call to proceed to Utah and 
left winter camp in the spring of 
1851. Young was a Mormon Moses of 
sorts, but a Moses who would arrive 
in the “Promised Land” and rule it for 
three decades. 

Depending on which wagon train 
they traveled with, Martin and Ger-
trude’s treks through Nebraska and 
Wyoming to Utah that summer likely 
took two to three months. As Gertude 

Drawing of the enlistment of the Mormon Battalion in 1846 at Council Bluffs, Iowa. Mormon 
leaders hoped to earn favor from the U.S. government by forming a battalion to participate in 
the Mexican American War of 1846-1848. Drawing by C. B. Hancock, ca. 1895. Courtesy of the 
Church History Library, The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. PH 2814
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and Martin entered the Salt Lake val-
ley through Emigration Canyon, they 
saw a vista of pleasing land laid out 
in square fields of corn, wheat, and 
oats.31 There were over 40,000 Mor-
mons in the Salt Lake Valley by 1851, 
with 6,157 living in the city proper. 
They arrived in Utah in the fall of 
1851 and settled in the city.32  

Salt Lake City and Baptism
In February 1853 a large crowd 
gathered in Temple Square to attend 
the ground-breaking ceremony of the 
building of the Mormon temple. The 
sheer spiritual and emotional exhilara-
tion of the moment cemented Martin’s 
soul to the church; he was baptized 
one week later by Elder John A. James. 
Gertrude’s name does not appear on 
any baptismal records.33 

Eventually the news of Antonie’s 
death reached Gertrude because in 
1855 she felt free to marry the fifteen-
year-younger Martin.34 The 1860 
United States census lists Martin as a 
laborer with real estate valued at $200 
and personal assets of $50. While their 
cabin may have been small, at least it 
was housing. Without children to care 
for, the two were able to survive finan-
cially. They remained the only Dutch-

born people in Utah for the following 
eight years.

On Her Own
At the time of his baptism in 1853, the 
LDS church also ordained Martin as 
an elder. According to the LDS doc-
trine, “the duty of an elder is to teach, 
expound, exhort, baptize, and watch 
over the church. Elders have the 
authority to administer to and bless 
the sick and afflicted, to confirm those 

who are baptized into the church, by 
the laying on of hands for the baptism 
of fire and the Holy Ghost.”35 Newly 
baptized adult men are also ordained 
as priests upon their baptism. Priests 
are organized into Quorums of Seven-
ties in their wards and assist in the 
administration of the Church across 
the world.36 Gertrude supported Mar-
tin in his position as elder and priest. 
Both their lives now revolved around 
the LDS church.

In 1861 the church ordered Martin 
to use his Dutch language skills and 
go on a mission to proselytize among 
the Dutch Afrikaners in South Africa. 
This left Gertrude as the sole Dutch 
woman in Salt Lake City for two years, 
until Martin returned. Wives of men 
who went on missionary journeys had 
to look after their own needs. As a girl 
growing up the Netherlands, Gertrude 
had learned to knit and sew, and she 
had worked as a domestic before her 
marriage to Antonie, giving her skills 
to support herself while Martin was 
away. Also by now, she was established 
well enough in the Mormon church to 
feel comfortable in her position and 
could count on many of the female 
church members for support.

Westward LDS Exodus, 1846-1869. The northern route was taken by pioneers heading to 
Salt Lake City. The southern route was taken by the Mormon Battalion in 1846. Wikimedia 
Commons.

An engraving published in Le monde (1874) based on an 1868 drawing by Adrien-Emmanuel 
Marie. It depicts a traveling company of Latter-day Saints in 1868. Wikimedia Commons.
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ing for stability in a community and 
that plural marriage in Utah offered 
this. Catherine delivered a baby boy 
named Martin on 21 April 1866, and 
Cornelia delivered a daughter, Mar-
tha, on 11 June 1866. 

Tragically, neither Gertrude nor 
Martin would see these babies born. 
Gertrude had died in April 1865 and 
Martin in November. Unlike Ger-

trude, Martin at least knew that two 
younger wives were pregnant.  Ger-
trude and Martin were buried in Salt 
Lake City’s main cemetery. The cause 
of her death was “general debility” and 
Martin died of gastro-intestinal issues. 
Little baby Martin lived for only a year 
and was buried alongside his father.

The first Dutch-born woman on 
a Mormon wagon train west, and 
then a citizen of Salt Lake City, thus 
was a wife who abandoned her first 
husband and then became a plural 
wife—though she likely saw herself 
as having been lost and then found.40 
One wonders how much scandal her 
actions stirred up in Pella. Mormon 
women were encouraged to keep a 
journal. Sadly Gertrude, being il-
literate, left no account of her life. 
Without children, there was no one 
to continue her legacy or record her 
story. She likely would have been 
surprised that her story has surfaced a 
century and a half after her death.Y

Plural Marriage
While in South Africa Martin 
embraced the Mormon doctrine of 
“plural marriage.” After his return to 
Utah in 1863 he soon married two 
more women.37 One of his new wives 
was Catherine Hansen (1839–1922), 
a Danish woman. They married in 
February 1864. In June of the same 
year, Martin married Cornelia Ages, 
a newly arrived Dutch convert. 
Cornelia had been born in 1830 in 
Amsterdam, where she had converted 
to Mormonism; she arrived in Salt 
Lake City in 1863. By also marry-
ing Cornelia, Martin fulfilled Section 
132 of The Doctrine and Covenants; 
it stated that “a man needed at least 
three wives to attain the ‘fullness of 
exaltation’ in the afterlife.”38

Another of the rules of plural 
marriage was that the first wife had 
to give her consent to subsequent 
marriages. Gertrude’s acceptance of 
the twenty-eight-year younger Cath-
erine and the twenty-year-younger 
Cornelia as “sister-wives” proved that 
she too had accepted this Mormon 
doctrine.39 If, over the years, Gertrude 
had harbored hopes of having a child 
with a younger husband, these hopes 
did not materialize, and perhaps for 
Martin’s sake she welcomed these 
women. She may also have recog-
nized that they, like her, were look-

View of the eastern part of Salt Lake City, ca. 1861-1862. Courtesy of the Church HIstory Library, 
The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.PH 518

Portrait of Ira Eldredge and his three wives, circa 1864. Nancy Black Eldredge, Hannah Mariah 
Savage Eldredge, and Helvig Marie Andersen Eldredge. Eldredge was bishop of the Sugar House 
Ward in Salt Lake City when this image was taken. Courtesy of the Church HIstory Library, The 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. PH 4248 
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A Puritan in Babylon
Marcia Lagerwey

The first Nazi concentration 
camp was liberated in Lublin, 

Poland, by Russians in the summer of 
1944. “How we long to see an end to 
this strife and turmoil. To this indis-
criminate killing of young and old,” 
Walt had written a few weeks earlier 
(July 2, 1944). He confessed to hating 
“the Germans bitterly,” calling them 
“scoundrels of a very low degree,” and 
was convinced that “this Nazi Beast” 
was engaged in a “death struggle.” 
Without moral restraints, there was in 
his view “no limit to the depths of evil 
[to which human beings] can de-
cline.” Wilma mildly chided Walt for 
“such vehement hatred” but knew that 
he was seeing “much which I cannot 
realize” (July 14, 1944).

After four years of German occupa-
tion, the Allies finally liberated Paris on 
August 25, 1944. A month later Walt, 
based in London, and Wilma, in Grand 
Rapids, avidly followed news of the 
Allied campaign (September 17–25) to 
liberate the still-occupied Netherlands, 
where their aunts, uncles, and cousins 
lived. Wilma followed “very closely and 
a bit tensely the unfolding events” of a 
fierce battle in Arnhem. “Will we hold 
this city?” she asked, predicting that 
“we will but with a great many casual-
ties” (September 23, 1944). She noted 
the “fierce fighting” on which “the final 
day of the war” depended and won-
dered why the Germans were “putting 
up such great resistance.” It was “a 
pity that Holland, the country we love 

so much,” must 
“undergo such 
devastations,” she 
observed, “and 
now many Ger-
mans are already 
thinking in terms 
of another war” 
(September 24, 
1944). Nearing 
her son’s birth, 
Wilma dreamed 
about the “Arn-
hem battle” 
(September 25, 
1944). Tragi-
cally, the Market 
Garden offensive 
failed, and the 
full liberation of 
the Netherlands 
required another 
seven months. 

During the 
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fall of 1944 and the winter and early 
spring of 1945, the different experi-
ences of Walt and Wilma would lead 
to strains and even conflicts between 
them, even as they continued to be 
faithful in their promise to write to 
each other as often as possible.

Daily Life in the Signal Corps
As noted in the previous article 
(Spring 2024), Walt and his team 
were transferred from London to Ver-
sailles, France, near liberated Paris in 
mid-October 1944. On a ship in the 
English Channel, Walt described how 
“there are a few easy details such as 
K.P. and guard duty” and “cards and 
money changes hands all day long,” 
“Fortunes [are being] made and for-
tunes lost,” a situation he didn’t think 
was right (October 17, 1944). Days 
later, he and his fellow soldiers left 
the ship with “duffel bag[s] contain-
ing all [their] belongings.” They were 
now “on French soil.” Walt found 
it “significant that we should safely 
walk where others had fought and 
died and conquered.” The further 
they went, the “more mud” they 
slogged through. You had “mud over 

your ankles,” Walt wrote. “My heart 
was pounding as I lumbered along—
would it never end!” (October 22, 
1944).

Walt and his unit arrived at SHAEF 
(Supreme Headquarters Allied Expe-
ditionary Force) in Versailles, a few 
miles west of Paris. The Paris Signal 
Center was an extensive communica-
tions hub by the time they arrived. 
SHAEF required enough equipment 
for a small city—miles of teletype 
tape carrying thousands of messages 
with millions of words to thousands 
of military stations in the greater 
Paris region.1 A teletype operator, 
Walt, along with his unit, provided 
essential communications to support 
advancing armies. 

Paris had “hardly any fuel,” Walt 
found, a situation that forced people 
to search for “bits of dry wood” to 
counteract the chilly, wet weather—
weather that caused “all the colds I 
have had,” he commented (December 
21, 1944). The Army billeted Walt 
and his comrades at the Petite Ecu-
ries—Louis XIV’s stables—and gave 
them “passes and free transportation 
to Paris.” He took in points of culture 
at “every opportunity.” A Christmas 
party in Paris and a Christmas Mass 
in Versailles were “high points and 
gave rise to extensive correspondence 
between Wilma and me,” he observed 
later (Chronology, Walter Lagerwey).

Walt’s Signal Corps team included 
18 enlisted men with ranks from 
corporal to master sergeant. It was a 
“fine team of specialists” that “could 
be transferred as a unit to a signal 
battalion that required their services.” 
The Army attached his “Dutch team” 
to the 3118th Signal Battalion. It 
“operated the signal center at the 
headquarters of General Eisenhower, 
the Supreme Allied Commander, but 
always retained its identity within the 
large battalion with its own officers.” 
Walt rose through the ranks from Pri-
vate to PFC (private first class), then 

to T/5 (corporal technician), and 
finally to T/4 (sergeant technician).2

While in Versailles, Walt confront-
ed his commanding officer Lieutenant 
Mol in one of “the most significant 
events of” his “army life.” It was a 
“real turning point,” he explained, 
“because I stood up to an officer, with 
his permission, to challenge his state-
ment that I was the worst member of 
the team.” Lt. Mol had reprimanded 
Walt for “questioning the word” of a 
British officer who was “also working 
in our message center.” The officer 
had repeatedly given Walt “wrong 
orders,” ones that he “could not carry 
out.” Walt went to their sergeant, 
who explained to Lt. Mol that Walt 
“had never made a mistake.” After 
the confrontation, Walt said later, “Lt. 
Mol’s attitude began to change, he 
became friendly!” In December 1944, 
a month after his “run-in” with Mol, 
Walt’s “team was [singled] out for 
its efficiency, quality and reliability, 
high praise obviously for the officer 
and the team.”3 On January 18, 1945, 
Walt and his team received the “of-
ficial commendation” for the work it 
had done in France. “Are you proud 
with me, Wilma?” he asked. Walt 
described the incident with Lt. Mol 
via “blue mail,” sent through “the 
chaplain’s office or through the bat-
talion commander” but not censored 
by his commanding officers.4

Walt’s move to Versailles led to 
a two-month letter delay. At home, 
Wilma didn’t want to upset him but 
described her “ordeal” of “utter lone-
liness.” “As I sit writing the tears are 
plentiful,” she said, describing herself 
as “alone with my thoughts.” “Dread-
fully nervous,” she worried that her 
anxiety would affect their five-week-
old baby. Determined at first to stay 
in their house alone, Wilma eventu-
ally moved back in with her parents. 
There, she settled in. She described 
baby Wallace’s schedule, telling Walt 
that his son was an “ideal baby” who 

American soldiers watch as the Tricolor flies 
from the Eiffel Tower again. 1945. National 
Archives. NAID: 196289.
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cried very little. “I love to care for 
him.… My housework is a sideline 
done in between the acts,” she de-
clared (November 25, 1944). 

Walt eagerly read war news and 
sent news home, telling Wilma that 
“all is going much better” and that 
“we all hope this will be the final 
blow” (November 24, 1944). “I kiss 
our son gently and clasp his little 
hand in mine and his perfect smile 
almost seems to break my heart,” he 
wrote (December 7, 1944). 

Late in December, Walt was back 
in London but couldn’t reveal why. 
“[Any] troop movement is veiled 
in secrecy and must be,” he told 
Wilma. He himself didn’t know the 

“good intention,” occasionally result-
ed in “serious misunderstandings.”5

One misunderstanding was not 
directly related to the war’s horrors. 
It was more a result of the impact of 
their being apart and the disparity 
between the horrors and tedium of 
war that Walt experienced compared 
to what Wilma could only read about 
and imagine. It started with a report 
from Walt about a Paris Christmas 
party that precipitated “hurt feelings 
on both sides of the Atlantic.”

Walt described imbibing ten glasses 
of wine as an “experiment,” one that 
he likely never would have tried 
except in the midst of the war. Wilma 
told Walt that, with this reported 

behavior, he 
had hurt her 
as never be-
fore. “Had you 
thought of the 
real meaning 
of Christmas’” 
she chastised 
him, “could you 
have possibly 
celebrated in 
this way?” The 
incident came 
up repeatedly 
in letters over 
the next two 
months (letters 

from Walt on December 24, 1944, 
February 5, 12, March 2, 1945; and 
from Wilma on January 6 & 7, Febru-
ary 11, 1945). “The miserable story 
of the Christmas party,” Walt wrote 
later, bothered him most “because 
it was all such a shock to Mother.”6 
He described her “reprimands, her 
disappointment and hurt feelings,” 
and her inability to “enter into my 
life overseas in a completely man’s 
world.” Looking back, he found it 
interesting to see how “I struggled to 
be true to my background as I en-
counter so much that is different.”7 It 
was “impossible to live in the army as 

one would at home, even religiously” 
(March 2, 1945). In retrospect, he 
realized that he couldn’t have skipped 
the Christmas party but wished he’d 
“written more discretely about it.”

Walt was experiencing the world 
beyond their Dutch American en-
clave in a way that Wilma could 
hardly imagine, creating a gap wider 
than the Atlantic. “Mother’s inability 
to understand my situation, being 
thrown into a non-CRC world and 
having to cope with so many religious 
and social questions,” he observed six 
decades later, “made things difficult.” 
The “long intervals between letters” 
did not help, either. His world was 
“challenged and enlarged in many 
ways… with moral and theological 
questions,” ones he confronted daily; 
but Wilma’s world remained “basi-
cally unchanged.”8 

In one letter “Wilma ‘bawled me 
out’ about seeing a movie,” Walt 
remembered. He realized that “writ-
ing is very different from speak-
ing together” (February 27, 1945). 
Already in 1944 Wilma had recog-
nized how, unlike Walt, she wasn’t 
“forced to change because of my 
environment.” She had promised then 
that Walt would find his “wife the 
same as ever.” She trusted that he’d 
“still be the one I can love deeply” 

Walt and colleagues at Versailles. Courtesy of the author.

Wilma and Wally in 1945. Courtesy of the 
author.

“real reason” and could “only guess.” 
Although a major German offensive, 
the Battle of the Bastogne, started two 
days before he left Paris, he reassured 
Wilma, “This is not a retreat!” (De-
cember 29, 1944).

Wartime Misunderstandings
Walt rarely described the course of 
the war in his letters, attentive to cen-
sorship regulations. Yet for him and 
Wilma and other separated couples, 
war’s horrors were the pervasive 
backdrop to their personal dramas, 
dramas played out “far apart.” Walt’s 
and Wilma’s “desire to tell it all,” a 
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(July 14, 1944). The Christmas party 
“experiment” was perhaps the first time 
she confronted the reality of the war 
changing Walt. Was he the same man 
she’d married? Disagreements took 
months to resolve by mail.

Walt anticipated a future when they 
would be “glad to read” their letters 
again, which would be “a true indica-
tion” of their “abiding love for each 
other.” He imagined that “if we quarrel 
. . . perhaps you’ll read a letter to me, 
and all will change” (January 25, 1945). 
Wilma enjoyed filing and rereading 
letters. “Just think,” Walt wrote, “of the 
day when we shall sit together—and 
occasionally browse thru our letter 
library—It will be just plain good fun!” 
(March 10, 1945).

The fact of censors reading Walt’s 
letters also became a point of discus-
sion.  The “problem of censorship” 
made “writing in an intimate and frank 
manner difficult,” Walt observed (Feb-
ruary 25, 1945).9 His mail was “read by 
the three officers” on his “team (one 
at a time).” Since their group was so 
small, “it enabled them to know all of 
our personal affairs.” Walt disliked this 
“greatly” and said it affected his writing. 
“They are pretty small about it occasion-
ally,” he complained, and “that which to 
us is intimate and beautiful is to them 
perhaps silly—but we must bear with it 
unfortunately” (September 24, 1944).  
And bear with it Walt did, not stopping 
opening his heart and mind in his let-
ters to Wilma.

Wilma caught glimpses of the cen-
sors and their work. She noticed a letter 
“censored by Lt. Albert Mol . . . but at 
least not by Lt. Heeren,” who had “ridi-
culed” Walt “so meanly.” She wished 
that someone else could “censor your 
letters,” she told Walt, and advised him 
not to discuss certain things because 
“censors have also read it” (Decem-
ber 30, 1944, January 25, 1945). The 
censors themselves complained to 
Walt about his letters. “Another long 
letter, you are the writingest man on 

the team,” an 
officer chided 
him (Septem-
ber 19, 1944). 
Occasionally, 
Walt wrote in 
Dutch to evade 
censors. And 
he occasionally 
railed against 
officers who 
tried to control 
his writing. 
But he contin-
ued to create a 
rare record of 
their tumultuous times (February 
25, 27, 1945, letters),10 recording 
his impressions “like a camera,” his 
mind acting “as an interpreter of the 
scenes it recorded.” 

Although “careful in writing” 
because of the censors, Walt and 
Wilma needed those daily self-
revealing letters.11 Walt told Wilma 
that living without her was “like try-
ing to walk with one leg when you 
have two” (May 31, 1944). “Wilma, 
how you make every word vibrate 
with your living self—the pages 
radiate,” he gushed (November 10, 
1944). Walt felt this way about even 
their disagreements. He hoped that 
his being “active in new spheres of 
influence,” with an open mind and 
not “quite as rooted in convention,” 
would “persuade” her to be open 
to new ideas and experiences, too. 
Their thinking and faith were “finely 
balanced,” he observed, and “our life 
will proceed happily” in the future 
benefitting from “our exchange of 
ideas, then as we do now” (Febru-
ary 20, 1945). “A rather optimistic 
view of matters!” Walt wrote years 
later, looking back on their wartime 
disagreements.12

Walt thought a lot about vio-
lence. On January 1, 1945, he read 
about Hitler’s speech on the German 
“Bulge” and was concerned that Ger-

many would “fight on” even longer, 
meaning “more strife and struggle, 
more bloodshed and separation.” But 
by January 10, the war news looked 
“brighter on the Western front.” Later 
in January, he described the verdict of 
a murder case in London and noted 
how “at billets we discussed capital 
punishment.” Walt couldn’t “condemn 
a man (let alone a woman) to death.” 
“Worried about Wallace” and fearful 
of “what might happen if he should 
ever go wrong,” he wrote to his infant 
son:

Wallace, my son, I want you to grow 
into a big, good man. I want to set 
you an example and I intend never to 
ask anything of you that I would not 
do myself, or believe in myself. Life is 
strange, Wallace. There are so many 
questions that puzzle dad. . . . Dad 
wants you to ask him questions and 
he will always answer them truthfully 
as you are able to understand.
	 . . . you’ll ask me about God and 
why I believe in him.… Somehow I’ll 
try to explain that it is faith. Just like 
I believe you are living with mother, 
though I’ve never seen or heard you 
...just because Mother tells me you’re 
there, I believe. And so we’ll go on 
and on, and if you listen to Mother 
and Dad you’ll be a bright and happy 
boy and man someday. You’ll be able 

Walt and a colleague at Versailles. Courtesy of the author. 
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to live and face life (January 24, 
1945).

Wartime Ruminations
Guard duty gave Walt time to rumi-
nate. While on duty one night, he 
poured out his thoughts in a letter to 
Wilma, as if “speaking to you”— not 
writing. The “moon shone brightly” 
and “cheered me,” he told her, 
because “I hate to be alone in the 
dark!” His rifle loaded, slung over his 
shoulder, he ate lemon drops, con-
suming “almost a hundred of them 
in those four hours!” He whistled 
“popular melodies and hymns,” and 
soon “one hour had slipped by.” He 
imagined Wilma getting ready for 
bed, reliving “these ‘bed-room’ scenes 
of ours,” and he “gazed in silent 
wonderment and loving appreciation 
at your beautiful self,” his beloved 
who “thinks of me, prays for me, torn 
away from her side by war,” a “silent 
partner in prayer.” May “we be joined 
soon again,” he pleaded to the Al-
mighty. “But thy will be done.” Walt’s 
thoughts “turn[ed] to God,” wonder-
ing where he is. “In the heavens? On 
a throne? …Many prayers ascend—
do they come to him—as messages 
one after the other—is it one contin-
ual stream-like ticker tape—how hu-
man I am . . . As you pray God seems 
all about you, not far removed, and 
He does hear and answer us I know.” 

At 6:00 a.m., “life begins again,” 
he explained to Wilma. “Reveille, 
a recitation of names, followed by 
‘Dismissed’ and as the men dash… 
mess gears [kits] clack and clank in 
an unharmonious din.” Walt ex-
amined a Jeep driver’s papers, then 
returned to “walking and thinking,” 
reflecting on an issue of the Christian 
Reformed Church’s Young Calvinist 
magazine, where he’d turned first 
to the “Gold Star Page” for death 
notices. “Are there familiar names or 
faces?” A young man he knew “sleeps 
the rest of death. No cold, no fears he 

has, no unpleasant labors, but such 
aching hearts are left behind. Death 
is so others may live, also I.” Walt 
acknowledged assurances of “eternal 
life and joy” for those “sleeping the 
death of the righteous,” but asked: 
“Am I ready to die and face God, 
death is so personal.” He speculated 
that “perhaps someone could write 
a favourable obituary for me too. 
But would it be read.” Faith must 
be accompanied “by works or it is 
not faith. Where are my works? Do I 
condemn myself?” Walt pondered, as 
“tower bells echo melodiously for the 
last time,” guard duty over; then “my 
mind, my thoughts rested again.” 

Walt concluded the letter by tell-
ing Wilma that he aspired to “touch 
up on German and French,” because 
his “knowledge of these languages 
may come in handy.” Many replace-
ments were “being made of late,” be-
cause “the infantry needs men badly,” 
but he preferred “linguistic work to 
combat duty.” He told Wilma not to 
be alarmed about the “impending 
transfer of men” that the newspapers 
described; the present news was “so 
encouraging” that he lived “in hope 
that you will receive my letter in 
peace, not in war.” There was “every 
indication that we are in the final 
stages” (January 29, 1945).

But the war dragged on. “Our tools 
of war are more devilish than ever, 
our destructive powers greater,” Walt 
wrote. Although he felt that the Chris-
tian church had “influenced world 
affairs to the good” at times, “what an 
awful condemnation of its failure to 
witness to the Truth the present world 
condition exposes. How human we all 
are” (February 14, 1945). 

Walt’s earnestness did not escape 
his fellow soldiers. When another 
soldier joined Walt on K.P. duty, 
he greeted Walt with, “Here is our 
holy man,” which Walt didn’t like. 
This was another kind of experience 
that Wilma, still ensconced in the 

Christian Reformed community back 
home, could hardly imagine.

With Wilma, Walt continued to 
discuss theological concerns, includ-
ing criticism of Christians, perhaps 
particularly a sectarian CRC com-
munity that historically had sought 
isolation from other Americans. He 
wrote to her about “our aloofness, 
our unconcern about our neighbor,” 
something “the world” often did 
much better (February 14, 1945). He 
found “doctrine or creeds . . . man-
made,” he said, telling Wilma that he 
preferred reading his Bible without 
influences from “John Calvin or oth-
ers.” He found “our approach to sal-
vation. . . one-sided in the extreme.” 
These were shocking statements for 
Wilma, a staunch Calvinist. Do not 
be too “alarmed or offended by my 
statements,” Walt advised, because 
“I have a questioning mind—and I 
seek the right answers” (February 19, 
1945).

Walt reflected on “happiness and 
pleasure,” how there was “plenty 
of opportunity for the latter,” and 
described how, in London, “a march-
ing ‘maiden’ gently slapped my face 
in passing and greeted me with ‘hello 
dear’—such mocking words. Is it 
a wonder that I feel like a ‘Puritan 
in Babylon’ at times” (February 20, 
1945). He was impressed by “how 
man’s spirit lives on after him—in 
writing,” adding that he wanted to 
have his thoughts live after him. “I 
want them to be worthwhile and 
good and ever new,” he asserted (Feb-
ruary 25, 1945).

An Outsider Seeking Connections
Walt hoped he might be transferred 
to the Netherlands Military Attaches 
Embassy office after the war, an op-
portunity his friend William Spoel-
hof, a Navy lieutenant, supported. 
Walt discussed the idea with Lt. Mol, 
telling Mol that he was “genuinely 
interested.” He told Wilma that he 
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A page from the Young Calvinist of October 1944 with “Gold Star” death notices. Courtesy of Heritage Hall.
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was hoping—but hardly expecting 
that this might occur,” mention-
ing the “possibly I might see Dad” 
(February 27, 1945). He hadn’t seen 
his father in nine years.

Separated from Wilma for a full 
year by this time, Walt’s writing turned 
moody and preoccupied, to the point 
that he found himself questioning 
God’s Providence:

You say sometimes Wilma that the 
war is answering God’s eternal pur-
pose—perhaps stronger—it is within 
His plan. Today I cannot agree—I 
cannot believe that God would bring 
such suffering upon men . . .  —You 
say it is because of sin—But sin we 
inherit—we live in it—we breathe 
it—and it becomes part of us—with-
out special grace men’s hearts are not 
renewed—so we believe—To say that 
God had planned the world thus—
seems utterly incredible to me. . . .  
	 Our faith is so abstract. Will God 
eternally condemn—on the basis of a 
life of twenty—or even seventy years? 
Are we not God’s creatures? Oh the 
severity of our faith—and the cold-
ness of our hearts—The logic of it—
seems cruel almost—God’s love was 
so great that He gave His son—Will 
He not redeem all His creation? We 
are so small and can hardly conceive 

of the misery of the world—Lately 
I have contacted it—a G.I. from the 
front said tonight to me—“I don’t give 
a d. about anything anymore—See 
those furrows on my brow—I am 
twenty-four [years] old.”—It puzzles 
me intensely—Wilma do you under-
stand why I become “broad-minded”? 
Why I hate arguing about trivials. . . . 
	 The men are at the front—the 
bullets fly—my friend thinks “fate” 
determines their destination—Just 
words to me—Is fate a person or 
power? No—It’s chance—maybe yes, 
maybe no.  We Calvinists believe 
that God directs all things—and 
this too? I cannot believe this my 
love—not now . . . When we question 
those things in which we believed 
most firmly—Wilma—we are sur-
prised—and feel a loss. You probably 
never questioned yourself why you 
thought that the Bible—was God’s 
word to us. I know I speak as an 
“outsider”—yet the question rises as 
I think of my associations with those 
about me. . . . After writing you my 
thoughts I feel unburdened (March 6, 
1945).
 
Walt often felt like an outsider. A 

first child of Dutch immigrants, his 
father had been committed to Pine 
Rest Christian Hospital when Walt 
was eight years old, and his family had 

moved back to the Netherlands in 1932, 
where his father was institutionalized 
for mental illness. Walt went to Dutch 
schools from ages 14 to 18, returning to 
the United States in 1936 as Nazi Ger-
many rearmed and people began to fear 
the possibility of another war in Europe. 

In the army Walt’s moral practices 
and piety set him apart. “I walk alone,” 
he told Wilma, “though there are many 
people about me” (February 25, 1945). 
Viewed as morally conservative by his 
team in the army, Walt’s deep spiritual 
questions also would have put him at 
odds with the Calvinist community in 
Grand Rapids, and at times they did 
with his new wife. 

One such disagreement between Walt 
and Wilma concerned Arminianism. 
Was the Christianity of Arminians truly 
“dangerous?” he asked. “Really Wilma, 
our people are so closed-minded!” His 
wartime experiences had opened his 
“eyes to the fact that there are ‘others’—
many millions of others—and Christian 
too! Not dangerous either” (March 12, 
1945). Walt and Wilma’s letters are 
unique for their sustained discussion of 
these questions. Yet Walt’s experiences 
were similar to those of other CRC vet-
erans of World War II. They, like Walt, 
would bring their wartime experiences 
back to their church communities and 
would have an impact on Calvin Col-
lege and Seminary and the CRC in the 

years after the war.
Walt planned to 

go to Edinburgh on 
furlough in March, 
and his sergeant 
wondered why he 
was going alone. 
Walt replied that 
he had a wife and 
a baby, surprising 
the sergeant with 
his moral faithful-
ness. “Then you 
are true? I thought 
there were no more 
people like that. 

Walt, reading a letter, with a colleague. 
Courtesy of the author.

Good conduct award to Walter Lagerwey, signed by Lt. Mol. Despite 
being feeling like an outsider, Walt was valued by his commanders. 
Courtesy of the author. 
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Well, keep it up—came the approving 
words” (March 8, 1945).

Walt was subject to “spells of 
extreme optimism—idealism—hope 
and even faith—and love” where “joy 
knows no bounds,” but he also found 
himself “in the dumps” at times. 
“Then realism, pessimism—apa-
thy—and almost I would say heresy 
abound.” He warned Wilma to consid-
er his “thoughts in the light of these 
traits of mine.” He was having “a great 
spiritual struggle” and asked her to 
“understand your ‘wavering Thomas’”:

The end is not yet—perhaps there 
never will be an end—in this life. As 
I live and learn—as my knowledge 
increases and my mind develops—I 
reflect more—although in the oddest 
circumstances often—you will admit. 
Who would think of theological and 
philosophical questions on K.P. but 
Walt! Can I help it that my mind 
refuses to be inactive and constantly 
asks “why”? There are times when I 
wish I could forget—and just live and 
try to enjoy life.
	 But I cannot!—I cannot be as 
many of our people are. Theirs is a 
simple faith. They have been brought 
up as Calvinists—as were their par-
ents—and they accept it without 
question. . . . Those people have 
faith—and live easier . . .

In Walt’s wartime correspondence 
course studies, the term “power 
politics” loomed large, along with 
prevalent thinking that this war “will 
be followed by another on an even 
greater scale.” There were “only three 
or four ‘great powers,’” he explained to 
Wilma, and “[we] are one . . . fight-
ing to preserve our ideals—our way 
of life” (March 14, 1945). Walt here 
was referring not just to the war with 
Germany and Japan but to the jockey-
ing between the Soviet Union and the 
United States and Britain for post-war 
influence in Central Europe and the 

Mediterranean. 
His intellectual 
inclinations and 
the courses that 
he was taking led 
him to connect 
his experiences to 
“power politics” 
in ways that many 
soldiers might 
have missed.

Turning Points
On April 12, 
1945, President 
Franklin Delano 
Roosevelt died. 
He did not live to 
see the end of the 
war in Europe only a month later in 
May 1945 or in the Pacific in Septem-
ber.  His death was a shock to America 
and its allies. 

The next day was “very solemn,” 
Wilma wrote, and the radio played 
“music in memory of our late presi-
dent” (April 13, 1945). It was “hard 
to believe” they would “never hear 
Roosevelt’s voice again.” She read his 
last speech and “could just hear him 
speaking it.” He had “a silver tongue 
and was an excellent speaker and ora-
tor.” Still, the war news was “very, very 
good,” Wilma reminded herself and 
Walt, expressing hope that organized 
German resistance soon would cease. 
“Can it possibly be true?” (April 14, 
1945).

Walt wrote in much the same 
vein. “Our Commander-in-Chief 
is dead. . . . it was so very sud-
den. . . . it almost seems that the 
war cannot continue without him. 
He has been our great leader so very 
long, we can’t separate him from the 
war or peace. . . . The flags are half-
mast.” Walt hoped that the war’s end 
wouldn’t be delayed. “May complete 
victory come soon. What a tragedy” 
(April 14, 1945).

The fourth essay in this series will 

focus on Walt’s experiences on VE Day 
in May 1945 and what he saw in the 
Netherlands and Germany as part of 
the occupying army there. He hoped to 
find family in the Netherlands, notably 
his father. And he would return home 
to Wilma and see his son for the first 
time after 21 months of separation 
overseas.Y
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Overcoming Prejudice: Black People  
in Holland
Robert P. Swierenga

Whether black people lived in 
the Holland colony founded 

by Dutch immigrants in the 1840s is 
a common query. The short answer is 
“yes,” at least since the post-Civil War 
era. In the decades that followed Hol-
land became still more ethnically and 
racially diverse.  Interestingly, the first 
African Americans to come to Hol-
land had lived among “Old Dutch” 
Reformed families in New York and 
had even joined their churches, where 
they learned about Rev. A. C. Van 
Raalte’s colony.1

In 1847 a fleeting benefactor 
passed through the fledgling Zeeland 
colony as the men were constructing 
their log cabins. They needed advice 
on how to fell trees, and he obliged. 
Jannes Vande Luyster, the “father” 
of the Zeeland settlement, learned of 
the stranger’s expertise “in the man-
ner of cutting down trees,” and he 
and his wife, Dina, invited the man 
to lodge with them. At the time the 
woods were so dense that immigrants 
risked getting lost walking from one 
log cabin to another. They believed 
that trees were God’s gift of building 
material for crude cabins and a ready 
source of marketable products, yet 
they had no idea how to fell the giant 
“Sons of Anak,” as these biblical folk 
occasionally described the old growth 
trees. In the Old Country, except in 
the rare case of owning a woodlot, it 
was illegal to cut down trees. Tragi-
cally, many novice Dutch woodmen 
learned the hard way that girdling 
trees (axing around the trunk) made 
them fall willy-nilly, sometimes on 
themselves or on their cabins.

According to the recollections of 

Jacob Den Herder, Zeeland’s fu-
ture banker, on a “certain Sunday” 
Vande Luyster brought his boarder 
“to instruct us.” Den Herder had his 
misgivings but was grateful for the tu-
torial and even more for the stranger’s 
short stay. He noted in his memoir, 
“We were much surprised to have to 
put up with a Negro boarder with a 
skeleton of a horse. No pasture for the 
poor animal was anywhere near, only 
the leaves of trees, and a bushel of 
corn in the back was all he had for the 
poor animal. Consequently, in a few 
weeks the creature died of hunger, 
but the Negro did well in instructing 
us in the warfare with the forest. He 
was a quiet man, but we were glad to 
see him move away after a few week’s 
stay.”2

That Den Herder focused more on 
the man’s race and emaciated horse 
than on his valuable tutoring, and 
that he was grateful the man quickly 
moved on, speaks volumes. The 
Dutch were creating a community 
that resembled the tight-knit villages 
of their homeland. They had little 
or no prior contact with people of 
African descent, other than reading 
about slaves on American and Carib-
bean tobacco and sugar plantations. 
They were, of course, wary of white 
Americans, too.

Van Raalte’s company of immi-
grants traveled overland from Ka-
lamazoo and spent weeks in Allegan 
in March 1847, while a cadre of men 
went to build log cabins in the future 
village of Holland. The route by 
wagon through Otsego and Plainwell 
to Allegan would have exposed them 
to black people for the first time. 

Robert P. Swierenga taught at 
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research professor in the A.C. Van 
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Raalte Press, 2023).
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Freedmen and runaway slaves be-
ing protected by sympathetic white 
Christians were common in southern 
Michigan. Two “Underground Rail-
road” routes ran through Allegan in 
the 1840s, and in 1853 a group of 
black Americans settled there. Dutch-
men walked to Allegan often in those 
years for much-needed foodstuffs and 
store goods.3

John H. Hanson
The first black person to live in Hol-
land was John Hanson, an interracial 
man born in Brooklyn, New York. He 
came to Michigan on his own after the 
Civil War and remained long enough 
to marry and begin raising a family of 
his own before returning to Brooklyn. 
Hanson was born in 1843 to Edward 
Hanson, a Danish immigrant who 
worked as a ferryman, and his freed 
woman, New York-born wife, Eliza-
beth, who was a live-in maid with 
an Irish family. She had obtained her 
freedom when the New York legisla-
ture outlawed slavery in the Empire 
State in 1823.4 The Hanson family 
worshiped in one of the many local 
congregations of the Reformed Prot-
estant Dutch Church (after 1867, the 
Reformed Church in America) in the 
borough of Brooklyn.

The Brooklyn census lists Edward 
and Elizabeth Hansen with three sons 
and a daughter. They shared their 
dwelling with another ferryman fam-
ily, which suggests a working class 
status. Edward Hansen passed away 
in his mid-thirties, casting the fam-
ily into financial jeopardy. The 1860 
census has Elizabeth, age 43, and her 
five children boarding with a single 
mother and daughter, both born in 
New York. John Hansen, Elizabeth’s 
firstborn at age 16, was an errand 
boy, while his younger brothers were 
still in school. In 1870 Elizabeth was 
still boarding with her three youngest 
teenage sons, all printers, who were 
supporting their mother.5

After the Civil War, John Hansen 
went west to seek his fortune. He 
chose to settle in the Holland colony. 
Perhaps someone in his church had 
suggested Holland to him. The colony 
was well known to people in the 
Dutch Reformed churches in the East. 
Already in 1850 Van Raalte had led 
the churches of the Classis of Holland 
to join the New York-based denomi-
nation. The dominie also had spent 
many weeks in the 1850s fund-raising 
in New York for his Holland Academy, 
the colony’s Lake Michigan harbor, 
and various personal business ven-
tures.

Hansen is recorded in the 1870 
census of the City of Holland at age 
twenty-six, boarding with the William 
and Isabel Kelly family. William, a 
barber, and wife, Isabel, were native-
born Americans. The young couple 
shared a duplex with another native-
born family, of which the husband 
was a woodturner. The census does 
not record Hanson’s occupation, but 
he may have worked for his neigh-
bor.6

Hansen married in Holland some-
time after 1870, and he and his wife 

had three chil-
dren by 1880, 
when the family 
was recorded 
as being back 
in Brooklyn, 
living near 
his widowed 
mother and 
three unmar-
ried brothers, 
all still print-
ers. John joined 
them. Census 
takers entered 
Elizabeth and 
her sons as 
“B” (black) in 
the race col-
umn of the 
1860 census, 

but in the 1870 and 1880 censuses 
they designated her and her children 
and grandchildren as “W” (white). 
Civil War era amendments to the U.S. 
constitution may have induced census 
marshals to disregard race as they 
canvased door to door.7

	
Silas Sills
Silas Sills (1832–1907) is the second 
black person known to have lived 
in Holland, arriving in 1873 when 
he was 41. Sills was born and raised 
in New Brunswick, New Jersey, of 
New Yorkers. In 1860, at age 28, Sills 
found employment as a waiter and 
boarded with the prominent family of 
James Bishop. Bishop was a wealthy 
businessman and politician who 
reported $77,000 ($2.7 million today) 
in real estate and $100,000 ($3.5 mil-
lion today) of personal property.8

Bishop’s next door neighbor was 
John Van Rensselaer, a direct de-
scendant of Kiliaen van Rensselaer 
(1586–1643), an original director 
of the Dutch West India Company 
and founding patroon of the Manor 
of Rensselaerswyck.9 In short, Silas 
Sills lived among the most prominent 

James Bishop House, New Brunswick, Middlesex County, NJ, ca. 1960.
Historic American Buildings Survey, Isziah Rolfe. Library of Congress 
nj0107
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Dutch American families of northern 
New Jersey, where the Dutch language 
could still be heard in church services 
and in colloquial conversation.

Sills lived out his life in Holland.10 
Like Hanson, he likely was directed 
either by Bishop, the Van Rensselaer 
family next door, or a faculty member 
at Queens College or New Brunswick 
Seminary, the flagship institution of 
the Dutch Reformed Church. Sills 
arrived in Holland financially desti-
tute but found steady employment as 
the coachman at the newly erected 
City Hotel. The three-story build-
ing, located on the northeast corner 

polite phrases picked up from the 
Old Dutch in New Jersey. Everyone 
in Holland, not just travelers, knew 
Silas, including Rev. Albertus C. Van 
Raalte, Holland’s founder and leading 
cleric.11

For three years, from 1873 to Van 
Raalte’s death in 1876, the two men 
presumably crossed paths on city 
sidewalks and streets. The dominie 
lived a block from the train sta-
tion and often frequented shops and 
stores on Eighth Street near the hotel. 
Although there is no mention of Sills 
in Van Raalte’s correspondence and 
writings, he certainly knew the coach-

man and likely 
bantered with 
him, perhaps 
in Dutch, when 
their paths 
crossed. The 
dominie may 
have taken the 
hotel bus to and 
from the station 
when important 
visitors came to 
town, as he did 
in October 1873 
when the famed 
Netherlands 
pastor Martinus 
Cohen Stuart 
arrived. The 
two clergy were 
meeting for the 
first time. Sills 

regularly met the train and served 
visitors like Cohen Stuart, offering 
baggage handling and transportation 
to the hotel.12

Although Sills continued driving 
the hotel bus until 1893, by 1880 the 
census marshal found him as a “ser-
vant and farm worker” boarding on 
Manly D. Howard’s eighty-acre sand 
farm on Grand Haven Road (now 
Butternut Road) at Quincy Street. 
Howard, a New Yorker by way of Ann 
Arbor, came to Holland in 1856 as 

part of a Yankee influx. He became a 
prominent business leader and state 
politician and served as a vestryman 
in Grace Episcopal Church, which he 
helped found. By 1876 he and Sarah, 
his England-born wife, and their three 
children (the oldest daughter enrolled 
at Hope College), were living on their 
farm. The wealthy businessman could 
afford live-in maids and servants, 
including Silas.13 

The Holland newspaper in 1889 
noted that the legendary Silas was 
celebrating his sixteenth year at the 
hotel. He retired in 1893 and in 1900 
was boarding on the farm of Anthony 
Vander Kolk, a neighbor of Howard a 
mile south on the Grand Haven Road 
at Greenly Street. That Sills never 
owned his own home but was depen-
dent on families boarding him may 
have been a preference, but it also 
likely reflects the low-paying work a 
black man like him could get. 

Sills died at the Vander Kolk farm 
on a Sunday evening in 1907 at age 
75, leaving no next-of-kin. Rev. A. 
R. Merrill of the Wesleyan Method-
ist Church in Ventura conducted his 
funeral service, and his body was in-
terred in the paupers’ plot at Holland’s 
Pilgrim Home Cemetery.14

Ben Mulder, the long-time edi-
tor of the Holland City News, waxed 
nostalgic about Sills after his death. 
Everyone “joked with him to their 
heart’s content. . . . He was quite a 
character. His infectious laugh could 
be heard for several blocks and folks 
would say: ‘there goes old Silas again.’ 
. . . All had a good word for him. . . . 
He was never known to get angry. His 
big bass voice could be heard a block 
away when he started his team to the 
depot. Being polite and helpful, Silas 
was popular with the traveling public. 
It is safe to say that Silas Sills was the 
first black businessman in Holland.”15

How white Hollanders perceived 
Sills and other African Americans tells 
us more about their nostalgia and 

City Hotel, with coachman Silas Sills boarding guests on the hotel 
bus, 1880 (Holland City News, 1 Jan. 1925). Constructed in 1872, after 
Holland rose from the ashes of the 1871 inferno, the hotel, renamed 
Holland Hotel in 1898, served well until 1924, when the Holland Furnace 
Company had it razed to make way for their Warm Friend Tavern, now 
the Warm Friend Senior Center.

of Eighth and Market (now Central 
Avenue) Streets, had fifty rooms and 
was the place to stay in town for a half 
century.

As the hotel’s porter and coach-
man, who for twenty years conveyed 
guests in his horse-drawn “bus” to 
and from the train depot, Sills be-
came a local character. He startled 
hotel guests with his greetings in the 
Dutch tongue—“goede morgan” (good 
morning), “goede dag (good day), “hoe 
is het met je?” (how are you?)—all 
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views of race 
than about the 
experiences and 
feelings of Sills 
himself. He was 
not a business-
man but an 
employee—and 
an economically 
marginal one at 
that—as his life 
in retirement 
indicates. He 
likely knew that, 
as a black man 
dependent on 
others, he could 
not let himself 
get angry; he 
always needed to 
appear friendly, 
even servile, to maintain the good will 
of his employer, customers, and the 
white residents of Holland.

In 1880 Nelson Cooper, a young 
black freedman from Alabama, was 
farming alone near the Vander Kolk 
farm north of Holland in Olive Town-
ship. There is no record that Sills and 
Cooper were friends, but it is likely 
that they were acquaintances at least, 
given their proximity. In 1910, Coo-
per died at about 69 years of age at 
Hackley Hospital. Tony Vander Kolk 
of Grand Haven was the “informant” 
for the coroner.16

Amos
Amos was the field boss at the Or-
chard Beach Farm along the lake-
shore in Holland Township. His 
surname is not recorded. Harry L. 
Williams, a wealthy Chicago dealer 
in pig iron and coke, developed the 
two-hundred-acre farm in 1900. It 
stretched a mile from Tennessee Beach 
Road (later James Street) to Riley 
Street. Every June Harry and his wife, 
Virginia, and their daughters Virginia 
and Rowena, came from Louisville, 
Kentucky, to spend the summer at 

the lakeshore. The Williams farm lay 
directly north of the famed Getz Lake-
wood Farm, also known as the Getz 
Farm and Zoo, which George Fulmer 
Getz founded in 1910, and Williams’s 
workers certainly saw the animals 
through the fence.17

To work the farm and manage the 
household in high style, Williams 
brought a small group of black labor-
ers from his native city of Clarksville, 
Tennessee. The workers came by 
steamer from Chicago to the Ottawa 
Beach Hotel dock, where wagons car-
ried them to the Williams farm. Amos 
directed the workers, and his wife, 
Mary, managed the house staff and 
prepared meals 
in the large din-
ing hall. 

The agri-
cultural work 
included raising 
poultry, keeping 
milk cows and 
cattle, growing a 
variety of vegeta-
bles, and tending 
an apple or-
chard. The apple 

barn is the only remnant of the farm 
still standing on Lakeshore Road. The 
plantation’s produce was consumed 
on site and sold locally. For three de-
cades, until the early 1930s when the 
property was subdivided and sold for 
cottages, Orchard Beach Farm had all 
the markings of an elegant and formal 
antebellum plantation.

It is strange that few historians in 
Holland have taken note of this large 
operation, and its story has been lost 
from the collective memory. This 
has not been the case with three of 
Williams’s contemporaries who were 
also wealthy Chicago developers in 
Park Township.They were George 
Fulmer Getz, Judge John C. Everett 
of Waukazoo Inn, and Egbert H. Gold 
of Marigold Lodge. Perhaps the racial 
implications of Williams’s effort to 
recreate the Southern-style plantation 
of his family in Tennessee, including 
black laborers from back home, made 
Hollanders uncomfortable.

Ship crews
Some black residents came into the 
city as deckhands and maids on 
various Lake Michigan freight and 
passenger ships. They left behind 
a fleeting presence in the histori-
cal record. In 1920, two deckhands 
drowned near King’s dock on Black 
Lake (now Lake Macatawa). When no 
one claimed the bodies, Nibbelink-
Notier Funeral Home opened its 
parlors, and Rev. Guy B. Fleming of 

Holland train station of the Chicago & Michigan (later Pere Marquette) 
Railroad 

Postcard showing the SS Puritan docked at the Ottawa Beach Hotel.



Volume XLII • Number 2 • 2024

41

the Methodist Church performed the 
service gratis. The city provided a plot 
with a “suitable marker” at Pilgrim 
Home Cemetery. No “potter’s field 
burial for the unfortunate colored 
boys,” the Holland Sentinel recorded. 
Fellow crew members served as 
pallbearers, and the ship’s maids sang 
spirituals in the “southern fashion.” 
It was a “respectable funeral,” the 
newspaper concluded, and “enough 
funds were gotten together to make 
this possible.”18

Henry Flake
In December 1921, the Holland Sen-
tinel reported that a single African 
American man was living in a shack 
on the Vrieling property between 
Waverly Road and the Pere Marquette 
Railroad Bridge over the Black River. 
“Holland has never had much of a 
Negro population,” the editor noted, 
“and the number of colored folks who 
are residents of the city can always 
easily be counted on the fingers of one 
hand, with a few fingers left uncount-
ed. There are fewer than ever at pres-
ent, but there is at least one living near 
Holland who makes his living working 
in the city and who is an interesting 
character.”19

This person was Henry Flake, who 
came to Holland in July 1921. The 
editor described him as an “unusu-
ally neat housekeeper” who “cooks 
his own meals and keeps his house 
spick and span,” despite being flooded 
out once. “Mr. Flake is getting to be a 
well-known character about the city 
and has made many friends since he 
arrived here. . . . [He] is a one-armed 
man but in spite of that handicap he 
can do a lot of kinds of work that 
would stump a two-armed person. He 
is remarkably versatile and gets along 
in first class shape, doing many jobs 
that are usually not expected of a one-
armed man.”

 “He will hold a double celebra-
tion on Christmas day,” the report 

about Flake continues. “Not only will 
he celebrate this holiday in the true 
Christmas spirit, but it happens that 
his 40th birthday anniversary comes 
on the same date. ‘Ah’s gwine to eat 
roas’ chicken, yessah!’ he said, but 
he admitted that he would probably 
have to eat it alone. However, he said 
he was used to that. . . . He declared 
[that] he likes Holland and that he 
expects to make this his permanent 
home.” As with the story about Silas 
Sills in the Holland City News in 1907, 
this story depicted Flake as a curios-
ity and played into racial stereotypes 
about African Americans  that were 
common in both the South and the 
North in the United States. 

Compared to Sills, however, Flake 
was not just economically marginal 
and viewed as a curiosity but eventu-
ally deemed dangerous. He had been 
arrested for a “liquor violation” and 
pled guilty in 1920, a year after the 
Nineteenth Amendment prohibited 
alcohol nationally.20 His life was up-
ended further in August 1926, when a 
fifteen-year-old white girl who “came 
to clean his shack” reported to Hol-
land police that she had been raped. 
Police arrested Flake on a charge of 
statutory rape.21 The authorities were 
concerned that he might be lynched, 
so “the Holland city police spirited” 
him to Grand Haven “under a veil of 
secrecy.” Flake 
never got legal 
representation, 
and he lan-
guished in jail 
for eight months 
before plead-
ing guilty. The 
judge sentenced 
him to serve 
four to fifteen 
years in Jackson 
State Prison. 
The girl was 
never named in 
the press, and 

the state committed her to a mental 
institution.22 

The whole incident is strange and 
troubling. Why was the girl commit-
ted to a mental institution? Was she 
as socially marginal a person as Flake 
and perhaps deemed immoral? Why 
was Flake held without a trial and 
never given legal representation? The 
African American population had 
grown in the upper Midwest in the 
1910s and 1920s, including in Michi-
gan. Why then were there “fewer than 
ever” African Americans in Holland 
in the 1920s?  Why were the police 
afraid Flake would be lynched? Had 
racial opposition to black residents 
grown in Holland as the city had 
Americanized and become more bour-
geois? 

Racism was growing in the United 
States in the 1910s and 1920s. Anti-
immigrant campaigns succeeded in 
all but closing the door to immigrants 
by the mid-1920s, using ethnic-racial 
quotas to exclude Southern and 
Eastern Europeans. Asians had long 
been excluded. The Ku Klux Klan re-
vived, not just in the South but in the 
Midwest and Far West, including in 
Michigan (75,000–80,000 members in 
Michigan by the mid-1920s).23 Threats 
of violence and racial covenants in real 
estate ensured segregated housing in 
parts of Michigan. And Holland city 

The North American and South American, Great Lakes cruise ships, 
docked for the winter. Courtesy of the Joint Archives of Holland.
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officials refused to perform marriages 
between black and white people. It is 
impossible to directly connect these 
trends to Flake’s case, but they provide 
the context around it.

The First black community near 
Holland
Into the early-twentieth century a few 
African American individuals lived in 
Holland and on farms in the region 
around it. Their presence was fleet-
ing and precarious—economically, 
socially, and racially. Only in the mid-
1940s did the first black community 
form, and then not in Holland itself 
but in West Olive some ten miles 
north of the city. 

The newcomers arrived from Mus-
kegon, Chicago, and even the Deep 
South and settled on small farms. 
These included the Davenport, Pier-

son, Marshall, 
and Stoutemire 
families. They 
chose West 
Olive because 
they felt unwel-
come in Holland 
and Zeeland. 
Leonard Foster 
Stoutemire, 
pastor of a small 
black congrega-
tion in the area, 
and his wife, 
Gladys Leone, 
found a cross 
burning on the 
lawn of their 
Van Buren Street 
home. The local 
school did not 
welcome black 
children, and 
the Stoutemire 
girls recalled 
that a Mrs. 
Nienhuis, the 
teacher at the 
one-room Old 

Harlem schoolhouse, flunked all the 
black students, even those in kin-
dergarten, and passed all the white 
students.24

Stoutemire first stoked coke ovens 
at a foundry in Grand Haven, and 
later he and his son Earl worked for 
the Chicago-based Armour Leather 
Co. on Howard Avenue in Holland 
Township. They manned the malodor-
ous “drum,” a large machine in which 
hides were washed. Later they worked 
for the unionized Holland plant of 
the Grand Haven-based Eagle-Otta-
wa Leather Company. Stoutemire’s 
daughter Leonardine Jackson and 
granddaughter Sylvia Banks were the 
first black employees hired by the 
Donnelly-Kelley Glass Co. in 1966. In 
a time when racism remained virulent 
in Michigan, this was a testimony to 
John F. Donnelly’s Christian prin-

ciples. Sylvia Banks’s starting hourly 
wage of $1.87 ($18 today) was far bet-
ter than the $1.00 ($9.70 today) she 
had been earning as a housekeeper for 
Donnelly’s sister, Margaret Martineau. 
Banks continued at Donnelly for 33 
years, rising to $15.00 ($28.25 today) 
an hour, until ill health forced her 
to retire. Her father, Emmett Brown, 
also was employed at Donnelly for 15 
years and finished at the Eagle-Ottawa 
Leather Company.25

Donnelly was one of the first busi-
ness owners in the greater Holland 
area to “break the ice” for assembly 
line jobs for black residents. Even 
in the 1940s, during World War II, 
Holland Precision Parts announced 
that it would hire blacks only “as a 
last resort,” despite the severe labor 
shortage. Local black men could fight 
for their country, however. During 
the Korean War, Larry Shannon, a 
member of Stoutemire’s congregation, 
made the ultimate sacrifice. He had 
come to West Olive in 1950, arriving 
from Chicago with his grandmother, 
Mrs. Pearl Shannon, who received the 
gold star. His parents had died when 
he was three years old, and his grand-
mother Pearl had raised him.26

In 1956 Melvin Bowden, his wife, 
Alice, and their two daughters came 
from Chicago and bought property on 
Butternut Drive, on which they built a 
house and raised blueberries and beef 
cattle. Bowden first worked for Elz-
inga & Volkers on the J. H. Campbell 
Generating Plant on Lake Michigan at 
Pigeon Lake. When Bowden first ap-
plied, the foreman turned him away. 
His daughter Grace Bowden recalled, 
“My father stayed out in his truck for 
two weeks outside the site until the 
foreman finally approached him and 
said: ‘Well, if you’re just going to sit 
here every day, you might as well go 
to work.’”27 

One way to ensure work was to buy 
one’s own farm. A black businessman 
from Chicago, Mason Pryor, in 1951 

Old Harlem Schoolhouse, West Olive, Michigan, in the 1930s.
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purchased the eighty-acre Hillview 
Poultry Farm northwest of Zeeland. 
Cornie Van Voorst had lost his farm 
to the Federal Land Bank of St. Paul, 
Minnesota. The aged Pryor was a 
“spiritual entrepreneur” who imported 
“Holy Oriental Oil,” other “religious 
goods,” and personal and home care 
products marketed to African Ameri-
cans. In failing health, he hoped to 
provide his Chicago family and friends 
with chickens and fresh eggs, and at 
the same time “lead an outdoor life” 
and thus rebuild his strength.28

Hope College 
Pursuing higher education was 
particularly challenging for African 
Americans in West Michigan. Every 
problem faced by white students was 
magnified for black students; they 
were socially isolated and typically 
had gotten poor education in schools 
as children and adolescents. Hope 
College in Holland began to make 
concerted efforts to recruit black stu-
dents during the Civil Rights era. It 
opened its doors for “at risk” students 
of diverse ethnic and racial back-
grounds who were deemed to have 
the potential to succeed. 

Many black students at Hope ini-
tially came from the newly organized 
Bergen Memorial Reformed Church of 
Brewton, Alabama, a mission church. 
In 1967 the college joined the Inde-
pendent Colleges Opportunity Pro-
gram (ICOP), a national summer trial 
program for “disadvantaged” students 
funded by area churches and directed 
by psychology professor Leslie Beach. 
It was similar to the federal govern-
ment’s Upward Bound program for 
disadvantaged students. 

In 1969 Hope enrolled sixty at-risk 

students, half 
from the ICOP 
summer pro-
gram and half 
from gener-
ally middle class 
families who 
paid full tuition 
rates. In 1971 
the college had 
seventy black 
students, most of 
them not at-risk 
students. 

By 1984, 
however, black 
enrollment had 
fallen to 18 
students (out of 
2,500), largely 
because they 
felt alone in a 
city with only a 
handful of black 
residents. One 
student who gained universal acclaim 
on campus and in the community was 
Floyd Brady, class of 1968 and the 
first black basketball star at Hope. But 
the small numbers did not keep black 
students from making their presence 
known through Hope’s Black Coali-
tion, a child of the 1960s civil rights 
revolution. Hope officials recognized 
the college’s failures, even before the 
coalition leaders proclaimed a “state 
of crisis,” and they determined to do 
better.29 

Conclusion
As in most communities in the United 
States, the history of African Ameri-
cans in Holland has been fraught with 
the struggle against racism. Since the 
1980s black people have been mov-

Milton Trotter and Delores Floyd performing in In White America, a play 
about the African American struggle for freedom and equality. Hope 
College, ca. 1968. Courtesy of the Hope College Archives.

ing into Holland and the surround-
ing region, and since 2000 they have 
been the fastest-growing ethnic group, 
now at 6 percent and rising. They are 
finding their way in the community. 
The annual Kwanzaa celebration, for 
example, has become part of the city’s 
holiday season festivities. (Kwan-
zaa started in the 1960s as a black 
nationalist alternative to Christmas, 
but many African Americans who 
celebrate it also observe Christmas.)30 
Hope College and its Upward Bound 
program have been in the forefront 
of this integration, as well as Maple 
Avenue Ministries, an interracial con-
gregation with black pastors that is 
associated with both the Christian Re-
formed Church and Reformed Church 
in America.Y 
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Village Talk: A Country 
Merchant’s Memoir  
and Folk History. 

Michael J. Douma  
and Robert P. Swierenga, editors
Independently Published: 2023.

Ray Nies (1877–1950) was a hard-
ware merchant of Dutch American 
descent in Holland, Michigan. When 
I read Village Talk, I imagined him 
sitting outside his store as a young 
man, sipping coffee with some of the 
town’s old coots, and listening as they 
told stories about times past, spouted 
off about current issues, and com-
mented on the people walking by. By 
the 1940s, he was one of those old 
coots, spinning his own tales. Unlike 
most old coots, Nies wrote down both 
his own stories and stories he’d heard. 
Douma came across Nies’s manuscript 
in the Holland Museum archives in 

the early 2000s and created a typed, 
digital version of it. During the 2010s 
he and Swierenga used it in some of 
their research, and they decided to 
make it available to the public.

Village Talk “bridges the years 
from the legendary Dutch pioneers 
to the modern era, with stories from 
both the days of rickety horse-drawn 
buggies to those of chrome-plated 
automobiles,” Douma and Swierenga 
explain in their introduction. “This 
is not a history of events or local 
political, spiritual and economic 
elites. Rather, it’s a montage of unique 
personalities and cultural and social 
life in an ethnic community.”

If Village Talk is not history in 
the sense of a more-or-less-accurate 
factual account of the past, then 
what is it? Much of it is a memoir, 
as Nies recounts events and people 
and social-cultural ways in Holland 
during his lifetime in the late 1800s 
and early 1900s. (He says little about 
religion, oddly, despite how important 
it was to Holland’s founding and sub-
sequent history.) A lot of Village Talk 
is what Douma and Swierenga call 
“folk history”—a retelling of material 
that is not Nies’s personal memories 
but “folk culture” and local “cultural 
memory.” Nies’s stories seem to be a 
mix of Dutch West Michigan ethnic 
culture and common American folk-
lore, as Dutch Americans in Holland 
picked it up from other Americans, 
including the ethnic and racial ste-
reotyping that often comes with folk 
culture. Some of Nies’s stories and ob-
servations have the characteristics of 
tall tales, in humorous exaggerations 
of how Dutch Americans in Nies’s 

time viewed themselves and people 
from other groups in West Michigan. 

However we characterize Village 
Talk, Nies seems to have meant to 
publish his writings. There is evi-
dence that he edited his manuscript 
here and there. He played with titles, 
trying out “That’s the way ‘T was,” 
“Country Storekeeper,” and “Coun-
try Merchant.” The word “country” 
perhaps is telling, as Douma and Swi-
erenga note. Nies’s store was in town, 
in the commercial center of Holland; 
so, perhaps he liked to imagine him-
self a country person. Or perhaps, as 
is the case with much folklore, and 
like Mark Twain, a great teller of tall 
tales, Nies affected a “country” voice, 
that of a simple rural person who sees 
through the pretensions of city folk. 

Nies’s depiction of Dutch Ameri-
cans and his Dutch-English patois 
remind me of the way that my Dutch 
Canadian college buddies and I used 
to spoof our parents and grandpar-
ents. In faux, Dutch-accented English 
we told tall tales about “the war” 
and immigration to Canada. Our 
stories typically ended with moral-
istic lessons: “You kids think you 
have it so bad today. You should live 
through a war. Not that I wish it on 
you.” We weren’t old coots sipping 
coffee outside a hardware store but 
young smart-alecks playing old coots, 
smoking cigarettes and drinking cof-
fee outside our dorm or the student 
center. I’m now closer to “cootdom” 
than I am to young smart-aleck, but 
I occasionally do my routine in class 
for my students, if we’re talking about 
how ethnic cultures work.

Douma and Swierenga help the 

book review
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reader navigate Nies’s tales with 
footnotes that annotate some of the 
obscure details. They have added 
postcards, photographs, advertise-
ments, and maps that illustrate Nies’s 
stories and enhance the old-timey feel 
of the book. We experience a bit of 
Ray Nies’s world. 

You will enjoy the stories Nies tells 
especially if you had grandparents or 
great-grandparents who grew up in 
the late nineteenth or early twentieth 
century and recall the stories they 
told. You will also wince on occasion, 
perhaps remembering times when a 
beloved grandparent or aunt or uncle 
who had “lost their filter” would 
express unpleasant ethnic, racial, or 
gender stereotypes that once were 
common but no longer are acceptable. 
And sometimes you will nod, catch-
ing glimpses of wisdom from a man 

whose world was mostly very local 
but who saw a lot of life from that 
perspective.

Village Talk is an idiosyncratic 
window into one man’s version of the 
culture or “mind” of early twentieth-
century Dutch Americans in West 
Michigan. That ethnic “mind” was 
giving way to a modern, American-
ized, post-immigrant sensibility by 
the mid-twentieth century. Village 
Talk is not a modern scholarly win-
dow that promises an objective view 
of the past, as if through transpar-
ent glass. It’s more like one of those 
old windows with wavy distortions, 
almost like a funhouse mirror, where 
personal memory, ethnic culture, 
American culture, and tall tales get 
mixed up together. The book is also 
reminiscent of how, when you retell 
a good story often enough, knowing 

that you are embellishing it for effect, 
you eventually realize that you are no 
longer sure yourself where the bound-
ary is between fact and fiction. 

That might sound like a criticism, 
and it would be if Nies’s book were 
meant to be straight-up history and 
should be judged by scholarly stan-
dards. But it’s not that. It’s something 
more fun and not without wisdom. 
“Man has gone a long way, but he still 
has a long way to go,” Nies observes 
in his last chapter, with social changes 
and the then-recent war in mind. “He 
has much to learn of many things that 
are still nature’s deep secrets. There 
are times when one considered a fool 
can instruct wise men, but no fool can 
instruct a fool.” Whether Nies was 
foolish is for you to judge. He cer-
tainly was a curious observer and had 
an ear for good tales.

William Katerberg 
Calvin University 
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Fort New Amsterdam, 1650s, in what is now New York City, in Adriaen van der Donck, 
Beschryvinge Van Nieuw-Nederlant (Ghelijck het tegenwoordigh in Staet is) (Madrid, Spain: 
Evert Nieuwenhof, 1655). Courtesy of the Library of Congress, 2021666733.

The spring 2025 issue will include 
stories about a Dutch Reformed 
missionary to Native peoples in 
the Northeast Woodlands in the 
seventeenth century, a Dutch 
immigrant family in Minnesota 
in the 1950s and 1960s, the final 
article on the experiences of Walter 
and Wilma Lagerwey during World 
War II, and more.
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America, Calvin Theological Seminary, Calvin University, and other institutions related to the 
Reformed tradition in the Netherlands and North America. The Archives also contains a wide range 
of personal and family manuscripts.


