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			About the book

			The charming towns around the IJsselmeer delight visitors with their authentic facades, fishing boats, and picturesque harbors. The people of this region share a unique history: on May 28, 1932, the completion of the Afsluitdijk closed off the Zuiderzee, turning the inland sea into a lake. The Dutch authorities were certain that this would put their country on the path to modernity. The Zuiderzee coastal dwellers, powerless to stop these changes, had to find new ways to provide for themselves. Even as their beloved Zuiderzee gradually became a freshwater lake, the IJsselmeer, they never stopped calling it “our little sea”. How did this far-reaching transformation affect the culture and identity of the region’s inhabitants and their dreams for the future? And how does its impact remain visible today? The true heroes of this story are the people of the coast, represented by four fisher families from Urk, Volendam, Spakenburg, and Wieringen. Eva Vriend weaves together their family histories into an epic tale of their intimate bond with water, the resilience that has guided them forward, and the fishing tradition in their blood.

			The story of four Zuiderzee families and four centuries of Dutch tradition The four sons of the Zuiderzee Cees Hopman, Jurie van den Berg, Cees van Eekelen, and Kees Kwakman don’t know this about each other, but all four of them often sleep poorly. They all have nights, at regular intervals, when they feel too restless to sink into peaceful dreams. It’s a vestige of the old days, of going out fishing with their fathers and uncles. A fisherman has to stay awake to steer his vessel, or else arrange to be woken once every hour or two to haul in the net and sort the fish. All four of them still have memories of those nights on board, as boys of ten or eleven, creeping out on deck to stand beside Father or Uncle at the helm. The best moments of all were when the water was calm and they could look out over the dark mirror, listen to the murmur of the waves, and gaze up at the stars together. Sometimes he would tell a story. Usually they would fall silent together; those were the best conversations. The sea that had been their families’ livelihood vanished. The restless nights remained.

			“The Zuiderzee Works are a success story for the Netherlands – but not for the people who inhabit the former coasts. Eva Vriend thinks it’s high time we learned a few lessons from the Zuiderzee’s history.” – NRC Handelsblad

			“A story of resilience, of picking yourself up, dusting yourself off, and starting all over again.” – Jury report, Libris History Prize

		

		
			Dit ebook is gemaakt door Ferdinand Rusch van Formaat te Haarzuilens. De rechten van deze eWorkflow en de CSS berusten bij Ferdinand Rusch. Plagiaat is verboden, hulp vragen is toegestaan. Dit kader wordt niet gepubliceerd in het ebook. Het wordt op prijs gesteld om klachten of opmerkingen over het ebook door te geven. Dat kan naar studio@formaat.nl.

		

	
		
			Titelpagina

			 

			Eva Vriend

			Where the Zuiderzee Once Raged

			A story of community spirit, entrepreneurship, and the intimate bond with the water

			TRANSLATED BY DAVID MCKAY

			Atlas Contact Publishers

			Amsterdam/Antwerp

		

	
		
			Colofon

			© 2020 Eva Vriend 

			© 2022 English translation David McKay

			Original title Eens ging de zee hier tekeer

			Original publisher Uitgeverij Atlas Contact

			Cover design Suzan Beijer

			Cover image Nationaal Archief/Collectie Spaarnestad/Photographer unknown

			Maps Kaartbeeld, Margot Stoete

			Family trees Martijn van der Riet

			Lithography Bert van der Horst, bfc, Amersfoort

			Author photo Jelmer de Haas

			E-book Ferdinand Rusch, Formaat

			 

			ISBN 978 90 450 4643 3

			D/2022/0108/589

			NUR 680

			 

			www.atlascontact.nl

			www.evavriend.nl

			 

			This e-book was created based on the first printing, 2022, ISBN 978 90 450 4587 0

		

	
		
			Maps

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

		

	
		
			Family Trees

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

		

	
		
			Foreword

			The land on which we lived was younger than my father. He had a cattle farm in Luttelgeest, a small village along the northeastern border of Flevoland. A sign on the barn still announces the name the farm had when he moved there from North Holland with his parents in 1952: “SPES NOSTRA,” Our Hope, in proud, angular capital letters.

			The farm is on a long, straight road of the kind that seems endless. As a child, I often helped to herd the cows into the shed at milking time. I would imagine that the path to the shed was a ruler. Our land measured exactly 300 by 800 meters, just like every other parcel of land nearby. The engineers who had designed the polder, the area of reclaimed land on which we lived, had planned it that way.

			Above the swaying rear ends of the herd, I could see another road in the distance, the kind with lots of twists and turns. In the days when our polder had been the bottom of a salty, raging inland sea, the Zuiderzee, that road had been a dike. Beyond it was land much older than my father.

			What did life look like on the other side of that winding dike before the sea became land? How did the great project of land reclamation affect the thousands of families who made their living from the Zuiderzee? And what long-term impact has it had on them, up to the present? I have always wondered. After all, the Zuiderzee was in a sense their sea, a sea of life.

			To this day, the Zuiderzee project remains the most impressive feat of spatial planning ever carried out in the Netherlands. The 32-kilometer-long Afsluitdijk, a dam extending from North Holland to Friesland, transformed part of the Zuiderzee into the bare landscape of Flevoland, a new Dutch province and the world’s largest polder. What was left became the calm IJsselmeer, Western Europe’s largest freshwater lake. 

			In the years that followed World War II, the inhabitants of the old Zuiderzee towns received little attention because of the intense faith in progress that held sway in those days. All eyes were turned to the new province. The man-made, perfectible world for which the Netherlands was striving seemed easier to bring about on the clean slate of the IJsselmeer polders than in the historic harbors of the Zuiderzee towns. The fishermen’s narrowed eyes did not glow with a bright new day. They reflected the past.

			To tell the story of the coastal people, I decided to delve into the family histories of four children of the Zuiderzee. They are the pillars of my narrative; their stories take us from the glory years of the sixteenth and seventeenth-century Golden Age to today’s communities, which only ever make the news for a surprising election result or a drug seizure. 

			Yes, you can call Cees Hopman, Jurie van den Berg, Cees van Eekelen, and Kees Kwakman children of the Zuiderzee, even if none of them has ever felt its salt water run through their fingers and sting the scratches on their hands, or heard the tall waves crash against the dike.

			Bunschoten-Spakenburg still looked out onto open water when Cees Hopman was born there in 1938, but those were already the fresh, calm waters of the IJsselmeer. By his early twenties, when he first asked himself what he, a fisherman’s son, intended to do with his life, the Zuiderzee project had reached such an advanced stage that he could see the Southern Flevoland polder taking shape, a ponderous expanse of clay just beyond the harbor.

			In 1942, Jurie van den Berg’s year of birth, Urk had not been a Zuiderzee island for three years. It had been demoted to a small town in a far-fetched location, which would have to reinvent itself, it seemed, now that it could no longer rely on fishing as its main source of income.

			Cees van Eekelen came into the world in 1950 on the North Holland side of the IJsselmeer, in Den Oever, the port on the former island of Wieringen. Wieringen had been part of the mainland ever since 1924, when the first section of the Afsluitdijk was constructed. The place was teeming with dike workers, laborers from all over the country who had been drawn to the Zuiderzee project because it was a source of well-paid work.

			In Kees Kwakman’s home town of Volendam, they never lost their view of the open water. But the year Kees was born, 1954, most of the activity in the harbor began to dwindle. The focal point shifted to “the dike,” the waterfront promenade where tourists had their pictures taken in the local dress that Kees’s parents had worn daily.

			The four sons of the Zuiderzee don’t know this about each other, but all four of them often sleep poorly. They all have nights, at regular intervals, when they feel too restless to sink into peaceful dreams. It’s a vestige of the old days, of going out fishing with their fathers and uncles. A fisherman has to stay awake to steer his vessel, or else arrange to be woken once every hour or two to haul in the net and sort the fish. 

			All four of them still have memories of those nights on board, as boys of ten or eleven, creeping out on deck to stand beside Father or Uncle at the helm. The best moments of all were when the water was calm and they could look out over the dark mirror, listen to the murmur of the waves, and gaze up at the stars together. Sometimes he would tell a story. Usually they would fall silent together; those were the best conversations. 

			The sea that had been their families’ livelihood vanished. The restless nights remained.

		

	
		
			OLD SEA

			To sail on a sea so newly formed... to penetrate that strange evolution which constitutes the life of a city, enlarging at the same time that of a nation and a race, excites the desire to fathom the intriguing mysteries that decide our fate.

			Henry Havard

			The Dead Cities of the Zuyder Zee, 1874

		

	
		
			1 - 
The golden age

			Jurie van den Berg’s story is the oldest. The genealogical research on his family goes back furthest.

			For many years, the Urk where the Van den Berg family would put down roots was part of a dark and impenetrable region. Mighty oaks grew there alongside slender birches, with hazels running wild in their shade. Bears and wolves reigned supreme. Early writings call it the Woud zonder Genade, the Wood Without Mercy. There was a small lake into which the forerunners of the IJssel and Amstel Rivers flowed. A Roman geographer described it as Lacus Flevo, Lake Flevo, from the word flevum, related to the English word “flow,” and referring to the passage to the North Sea that was gradually forming. During heavy storms, waves sometimes dislodged great oaks from the shores of the lake and set them adrift like islands of intertwined roots.

			It was not until the late Middle Ages that the Zuiderzee took the shape it would more or less maintain until it was dammed in 1932. In fact, the inland sea would exist for no more than five hundred years.

			Spring tides steadily battered away the soft, mucky peat bogs of the Wood Without Mercy. Lake Flevo, now known as Aelmere, kept expanding and was soon unmistakably connected to the North Sea. The people who dwelled in the region led lives of uncertainty, with the deadly threat of flooding hanging over their heads. They tried to scrape together a living by fishing for typical freshwater species, such as salmon and sturgeon—until a little ice age made the temperature drop. The IJssel River no longer brought as much fresh water to the area. At the same time, the salt water was gaining ground, making the lake too brackish for freshwater fish. From the late Middle Ages onwards, fishermen brought in more and more salt-water fish, such as anchovies, perch, smelt, and, of course, herring. Herring and anchovies were the most important Zuiderzee fish in those days.

			The salt sea that was forming needed a new name, the German merchant Jan van Holstein decided. In the fourteenth century, he became the first to refer in writing to the “Südersee.” From his perspective, the inland sea was to the south of the North Sea.

			This Zuiderzee was much like a small bowl of tepid, muddy water. Its total surface area was around 6,000 square kilometers, and as seas go, the Zuiderzee was very shallow. Its deepest points measured 2 to 6 meters, as compared to about 90 meters in the North Sea. This led the water temperature to increase rapidly. The choppy seas caused by strong winds regularly churned up the thick layer of silt on the sea floor, so the Zuiderzee was never truly blue or bright green. Instead, its color was always murky: a milky white with a hint of yellowish green from algae.

			From the late Middle Ages onwards, trade with northern regions became a major source of income for the towns around the Zuiderzee, sometimes in cooperation with Hanseatic cities. Fishermen generally set out onto the Zuiderzee from the east coast. From places like Kampen, Harderwijk, Zwartsluis, and Genemuiden, they would attach their nets to poles in the water. After a day or two, they would take down the nets again. But going out to sea became more and more difficult. Because the wind usually came from the west-northwest, sand heaped up around their harbors. In high winds, the east coast often silted up entirely. As their vessels grew larger over the years, the fishermen more and more often ran aground on shoals. 

			Their competitors on the west coast seized their opportunity, using fewer fixed nets attached to poles and more towed nets, attached to two vessels, and dragged along as they sailed. Fishing with fixed or towed nets—it was a world of difference. The battle between these fishing methods colored relations among Zuiderzee fishermen for a long time.

			On the North Sea coast, fishermen were increasingly focusing their efforts on herring. They were very successful, mainly because they worked together efficiently. The fishermen helped each other find the schools of herring. Herring fishing became a highly respected line of business in the Dutch Republic, which was founded in 1588, and Enkhuizen played a central role in it. This Zuiderzee town was close enough to the North Sea that its fishermen could work there as well. Around 1600, Enkhuizen, with more than four hundred vessels, was the largest fishing town in the Zuiderzee area.

			It must have been a sight to see by night, when the fires maintained on the many vessels would glide past in the distance. If you squinted, all those streaks of light would merge into a spiderweb of gold.

			The Zuiderzee was becoming more and more crowded. In a time when there were hardly any roads over land, water transport was the fastest and cheapest method. During the seventeenth century, the inland sea developed into the most significant and most heavily trafficked junction of the Golden Age, a gateway for the Dutch East India Company (VOC) ships that made Amsterdam wealthy. The Zuiderzee played a crucial role in the birth of the Netherlands as an exporting country. It was teeming with vessels: tens of thousands, according to estimates.

			And this is where Jurie van den Berg’s distant ancestor enters the picture.

			At first, this forefather had a different surname. He was called Hendrik Steevenszoon when he settled on Urk, in the middle of the Zuiderzee, sometime in the seventeenth century. The island rested on boulder clay deposited there by a glacier during the Ice Age. In those days, Urk was one of the four Zuiderzee islands. Just to its east was Schokland; Wieringen and Marken had emerged from the waters off the west coast. Schokland and Marken were fragile places, fens where flooding could easily wash away the peaty soil. The boulder clay of Urk and Wieringen was more resilient, not as easily displaced by the water.

			To warn the many Zuiderzee vessels when they were nearing Urk, the islanders built a fire on a rectangular stone structure known as a vuurboet, a rectangular stone structure. Hendrik Steevenszoon had traveled from Kampereiland to Urk to become the island’s stoker, responsible for this fire. For maximum visibility, his vuurboet was situated on the top of the boulder clay mound. He soon became known as Hendrik “van den Berg” (“of the mountain”), a reference to the mound on which he worked.

			Fishing was becoming less and less significant in the Zuiderzee region. Over the sea’s history, the economic importance of fisheries kept fluctuating. Fishermen’s income varied, going up and down in the same rough rhythm as the vessels bobbing on the choppy waters of the inland sea. At this stage, the fishermen were elbowed aside by merchants who used the Zuiderzee as a passage to the North Sea.

			Amsterdam profited most from the new trade route. From the late sixteenth century onwards, the merchant vessels were larger and traveled further. They sailed from Amsterdam to the East Indies by way of the Zuiderzee. The Dutch capital developed into an entrepôt, where goods imported by ship were stored in warehouses until they could fetch a decent price. Enkhuizen also benefited from this flourishing trade. From that coastal North Holland town, ships laden with herring, salt, and wine departed for the Baltic ports, returning with grain and shipbuilding supplies. Thanks to the Baltic trade, Enkhuizen became the second-largest investor in the VOC, contributing 540,000 guilders. Across the water, Hindeloopen remained a hub of trade. For example, Frisian traders took Dutch gin (genever) and woolen fabric to Scandinavian countries and Russia, bringing back wood ordered by Amsterdam merchants.

			The settlements along the coast became more oriented toward the Zuiderzee than toward the hinterland, thus developing their own languages. For example, the people of Hindeloopen, although they were in Friesland, did not speak Frisian. Because the people of the Zuiderzee coast were in frequent contact with merchants from the capital, the Amsterdam accent spread to all their towns and villages. Urk became part of Amsterdam’s sphere of influence because the city needed a safe trade route with reliable fires for visibility.

			From his vuurboet, Hendrik van den Berg must have had a magnificent view of the bustling Zuiderzee, its sailing ships toiling onwards under majestic, cloud-filled skies, and its waves in a palette of colors that could hardly be pinned down. At the same time that he worked as the stoker on Urk, Dutch landscape painters were discovering the sea. The Zuiderzee became one of their favorite subjects; they marveled at the magical light over its inland waters.

			In the visual art of the Golden Age, the seascape emerged as a new genre. In the early years, pictures of sea battles were popular, but more peaceful paintings gradually won out. Great battleships made way for small fishing boats. What mattered even more than the water, was the silence. The horizon was low, leaving plenty of room for cloud-filled skies. Such paintings became popular; merchants who had made their fortunes from trade by way of the Zuiderzee liked to decorate the walls of their opulent canal houses with realistic pictures of the sea.

			The prosperity of the Golden Age continued into the early eighteenth century. Trade increased, and vessels grew ever larger. They eventually became so large, in fact, that they could no longer navigate the shallows of the Zuiderzee. Fearing a loss of income, merchants from Amsterdam and other coastal towns went in search of alternatives. The first option was to transfer the merchandise to smaller vessels on the West Frisian Island of Texel, but this was a complicated procedure. Another solution was to use external flotation tanks called ships’ camels, which increased buoyancy through an ingenious system of water-filled tanks. But pumping the water in and out took hours, so this method, too, was expensive.

			Hendrik’s son Dirck, who took over his father’s position as stoker of the vuurboet, noticed the drop in activity. Bit by bit, the Zuiderzee was losing its status as a busy traffic junction. After the fall of Napoleon dealt another blow to the Dutch economy in 1812, King William I hoped to turn the tide by building new roads and canals. He was determined that the Netherlands would remain a commercial power, whatever the price. In 1824, the Noordhollandsch Kanaal (North Holland Canal) was completed; this new route from Amsterdam to Den Helder made the Zuiderzee superfluous. This was followed, in 1876, by the opening of the Noordzeekanaal (North Sea Canal) from the capital to IJmuiden by way of the North Sea. Amsterdam, traditionally oriented toward the east, turned to face the west. Amsterdam’s Central Station, completed in 1889, cut the city off once and for all from open access to the river IJ. The capital city lost its view of the sea.

			With Amsterdam turning its back, the Zuiderzee was no longer a prominent gateway to the Netherlands, and the towns and villages along its coast became marginal once again.

			Dirck van den Berg’s line died out, but his brother Steeven maintained a living connection between the Van den Berg family and Urk. One of his great-grandchildren, named Sjoerd van den Berg, is Jurie’s great-great-grandfather. Sjoerd van den Berg, born on Urk in 1805, was known as a quiet, introverted man. He kept to himself as much as possible and made his reputation as a skilled fisherman.

			Sjoerd fished mostly in the North Sea at first, but in later years he spent more and more time in the Zuiderzee, where the fishing industry expanded after trade declined. The Zuiderzee once again became the domain of fishermen.

			Before then, Zuiderzee fishing had served primarily to feed the people in the immediate vicinity, but it came to serve a wider region, becoming a major field of Dutch economic activity. Around 1800, the Zuiderzee fleet was modest in size, with just over four hundred vessels. In the first half of the nineteenth century, the fleet grew by around 60 percent. The centers of the fishing industry were Schokland, Volendam, Huizen, Harderwijk, and Bunschoten-Spakenburg. They had better access to markets thanks to the arrival of the steamship and the railroads. In the course of the nineteenth century, the population grew, and so did the region’s prosperity. Zuiderzee fish found plenty of buyers.

			By this time, the fishermen were earning enough to invest in improving their equipment. Each fishing town developed its own type of vessel. Most were variations on the traditional botter, which had a broad covered foresection with rounded sides and a flat bottom for navigating the shallows of what they called their “little sea.” These designs were particularly stable, an important feature in waters with waves that could turn treacherous.

			In 1834, twenty-nine-year-old Sjoerd van den Berg married Pietertje Woort, seven years older, who was also native to Urk. Despite better prospects for the fishing industry, it remained a difficult way of life, and not only because of the terrible dangers at sea and the fluctuating income. Fishermen still lived under primitive conditions with high death rates. Sjoerd and Pietertje’s child Eltje only lived to be sixteen days old, and Pietertje herself died in 1852 at the age of fifty-four.

			Three years later, Sjoerd married Dedde Zwaal, a widow fifteen years younger and the daughter of a sailor on the West Frisian Island of Terschelling. Her first husband had drowned seven years earlier while fishing for herring off the coast of Denmark, leaving her on her own with three young daughters. She also had a son from an extramarital relationship with a schoolmaster fifteen years younger. Sjoerd first met her in her small shop on the Harlingen harbor. Dedde and her daughters moved in with Sjoerd on Urk. Her bastard son was not welcome there; he was placed with a foster family in Amsterdam. The Urkers had difficulty with the sound of the name “Dedde,” and soon began to call Sjoerd’s new wife Diene.

			Having grown up on Terschelling, Diene was used to an islander’s hard life. The Urkers had the good fortune that their island had room for a little agriculture, so they could earn some extra money from livestock farming or haying. Yet many of them remained dependent on poor relief. In 1864, the mayor of Urk, B. van Putten, began to consider evacuating the island. By then, Sjoerd van den Berg already had a plan. In 1860, he and Diene and her children moved to Harlingen to live closer to good fishing grounds.

			Sjoerd and Diene had two sons together: Jan and Jurie—yes, Jurie, who was named after Diene’s father, Jurjen, and passed on his name to the Jurie van den Berg in this story. The name is not the only similarity that today’s Jurie sees between himself and his great-grandfather. When Sjoerd’s family questioned his plan to marry the much younger Diene, who had a bastard son, he shrugged it off—other people’s opinions never meant much to him. Likewise, Jurie has always followed his own path to this very day; all that matters to him is his family’s well-being, which has been tied to Urk and the Zuiderzee since the seventeenth century.

		

	
		
			2 - 
Following the fish

			Cornelis Kwakman snatched up some colorful pieces of cloth from his wife’s small shop. She sold the striped fabric used for the boezeroen shirts worn by fishermen and she always had scraps lying around. Other fishermen used an apron to protect the upper body while hauling in the nets, a grueling job. But not Cornelis Kwakman. Instead, he held a colorful cloth under his arm, a baaie lap in his Volendam dialect.

			The colloquial pronunciation of baaie lap was ballap. That still seems completely logical to Kees Kwakman today: ballap has two syllables, and that’s more than enough.

			That piece of cloth provided a nickname not only to Kees Kwakman’s great-grandfather, born in 1806, but to his whole family, all the way up to the present. Kees’s eldest brother Wim, a scout and youth coach for the football club Ajax for many years, is known to everyone in Volendam as Wim Ballap. Wim’s son, a former professional footballer with FC Groningen and NAC Breda and now a studio analyst at FOX Sports, has the same nickname. The fact that he shares his first name with his uncle sometimes leads to confusion, so he’s often referred to as “Kees Ballap van Wim,” Wim’s Kees Ballap. Kees’s sister, who competed in the Eurovision Song Festival in 1984 under the name of Marie Ballap with the song “Ik hou van jou” (“I love you”), is known to everyone in Volendam as Marie Ballap. Likewise, his niece Geraldine Kemper, a television host at RTL, is called Geraldine Ballap. And Simon, of the well-known singing duo Nick & Simon, is actually a Ballap too. His grandmother was the sister of Kees’s father, Job Ballap.

			It was typical of the Ballap family for Cornelis to prefer a colorful cloth to an apron, says Dick Bond, genealogy expert at the local history museum in Volendam and a friend of Kees. “They always want to do things a little differently.” When he hears that, Kees cannot suppress a laugh.

			In 1834, Cornelis Ballap Kwakman married Eva Visscher, a woman from Schokland. Kees’s great-great-grandfather, like Jurie van den Berg’s, had chosen a woman from a different Zuiderzee community as his second wife. That made more sense than a spouse from the hinterland; the hinterland was the land behind you, to which you had your back turned. People there didn’t make their living from the water, but from the soil. Yes, maybe they spoke the same language with only a slightly different accent, but the two groups didn’t really understand each other.

			In the early years of their marriage, Cornelis and Eva were still in Volendam, and their first five children were born there. But in 1842, they moved to Schokland because Cornelis, like Sjoerd van den Berg, wanted to live closer to good fishing grounds. The Kwakmans made their home on the southern part of the long, thin island. Zuidert 6 was the address of Eva Visscher’s shop, which provided them with some much-needed extra earnings. Four more children followed.

			The move to Schokland was a risky venture. Since the island rested on a peat bog, it was subject to regular flooding. In 1825, the fourteen houses in Zuidert had all been destroyed by a spring tide. The residents had patched up the neighborhood, but it offered little in the way of services. The nearest church and school were on the neighboring terp (man-made mound), but during a storm or flood they were almost impossible to reach; the crossing was very dangerous. In 1842, a year before Cornelis Kwakman and his family went to live there, the locals sent a letter to King William II informing him of their grievances. Zuidert was too small to matter, the national water management authority replied. “This inconvenience is inherent to the place where the residents have freely chosen to live.” In 1853, when another storm left Zuidert completely underwater, the residents moved en masse to the north of Schokland.

			In that same year, Eva Visscher died at the age of forty-five. A few months later, Cornelis remarried, and like Sjoerd van den Berg, he chose a much younger woman. Annetje Konter, another Schokland native, was twenty-two years younger than Cornelis. The two of them had another eight children.

			The inhabitants of the north of Schokland also lived under the constant threat of storms and the damage they caused. In the early nineteenth century, the island had expanded along with the major towns around the Zuiderzee, but it was expensive to keep replacing the houses after each new disaster. The fishermen found it harder and harder to save enough to invest in their vessels, and many islanders built up large debts. In years when the herring catch was poor, poverty became widespread, partly because there were no other ways to earn money on the small island. Schokland became one of the poorest communities in the Netherlands. Its people were dependent on support from the national authorities and charitable campaigns. And as the water tore away more and more land, the island became increasingly dangerous. It was possible that in the next heavy storm, the Zuiderzee would swallow up Schokland, inhabitants and all.

			What the mayor of Urk would propose for his island a few years later became a reality for the people of Schokland in December 1858. The national authorities ordered them to leave the island. The majority of the six-hundred-odd inhabitants moved to Kampen the following year. The Catholic fishermen, about fifty in number, mostly went to the Catholic town of Volendam. The fishermen took apart their houses board by board to reassemble them in their new places of residence.

			Cornelis Kwakman did not move back to Volendam, even though that would have been the obvious choice since he came from there and most of his peers were going there. Being a Ballap, he liked to “do things a little differently.” On May 10, 1859, he and his family moved to Vollenhove—a town on the Oostwal, the eastern shore of the Zuiderzee—because his second wife’s family lived there.

			In Vollenhove, Cornelis and Annetje had more hard times ahead. Nine of the seventeen children issuing from Cornelis’s two marriages died at a young age, and it was almost impossible to feed the remaining eight.

			The explosive growth of Zuiderzee fisheries in the first half of the nineteenth century had made less of an impact on the Oostwal because the harbors there were surrounded by shallows. That made it necessary for the fishermen to use smaller vessels, so their catches lagged behind those in other Zuiderzee settlements. Furthermore, the east coast had no towns where fishmongers could sell their wares. This left Vollenhove and other places such as Elburg in an isolated position, although the fishermen did play an important role in the local economy. Harderwijk was the only community whose fishermen reached further-flung markets because the railroad line from Utrecht to Zwolle, built in 1863, passed through it. 

			The eighth child from Cornelis Kwakman’s first marriage did not stay on the Oostwal for long. This was Jan Kwakman, Kees Kwakman’s great-grandfather, born on January 10, 1850, in De Zuidert on Schokland. Jan moved back to his father’s birthplace of Volendam at the age of eighteen, probably because he saw little future for himself as a fisherman in Vollenhove.

			Jan Ballap attracted attention when he walked through the Volendam harbor. He was a tall man. In a photograph in the museum in Volendam, he stands head and shoulders above everyone else. Jan bought his own Zuiderzee botter, numbered VD209. From 1881 onwards, every vessel had a mandatory code derived from its place of origin. Urk became UK, for example, and Volendam VD. Jan Kwakman called the VD209 Eva Maria, after his mother Eva Visscher.

			Like many other people in Volendam, Jan Kwakman chose the Zuiderzee. Before that time, many Volendam fishermen had worked in the North Sea, setting out from IJmuiden. But after March 1896, when a disaster north of Terschelling claimed the lives of seven Volendammers, hardly anyone from the town would brave the North Sea any longer. The typical Volendam variant of the botter, the kwak—the reason so many Volendam families are named Kwakman—was too fragile for the wilder waters of the North Sea, especially in high winds.

			The disadvantage of fishing the Zuiderzee all year round was the greater risk that you would not fill your nets. The inland sea, like farmland, had its seasons because most species of fish there were migratory. The early spring, from February to April, was for herring fishery. Herring craved the insects that swarmed in the sediment. The Zuiderzee’s shallowness made it a favorite spawning place, a nursery. The females all laid their eggs together, just above the sea floor. In the spawning season, it was easier for fishermen to catch herring. A good catch meant standing almost up to your shoulders in a vessel full of live fish.

			The Zuiderzee herring was a special variety, a little shorter and slightly thicker, but not as fatty. Connoisseurs praised it, calling it the silver of the Zuiderzee, as white as chalk and as tender as beefsteak. The herring was pickled, dried, and smoked so that it would keep. This relatively cheap product, known as bokking (similar to kippers), was especially popular in the cities.

			Anchovies also came to the Zuiderzee to spawn. This species was drawn to the relatively high temperatures in the inland sea, but it did not return as faithfully as the herring. In good years, the anchovy season ran from April to June. The unreliable supply made anchovies a delicacy for the rich—and a good source of income for fishermen. The outcome of the anchovy catch made the difference between poverty and an acceptable life. Salting the fish made it possible to transport them, and the work of salting created a lot of employment. Traders indulged in lucrative anchovy speculation on the Amsterdam exchange and elsewhere.

			Autumn was for shrimping and winter for smelt fishing. And all year round, fishermen could ply the Zuiderzee for eel and flounder. In the winter, the flounders crept deep below the sediment, but they could be dredged up with a towed net known as a trawl. This technique was despised by the fishermen on the Oostwal, but as long as the catches were satisfactory, the disputes over fishing methods remained under control.

			In the fishing business, good years and bad years often come unexpectedly. That makes a fisherman’s life both nerve-racking and exciting. The uncertainty creates a feeling almost like an addiction. It makes fishermen perpetually restless, because by tomorrow everything may have changed, whether for better or for worse. They are always yearning for more fish, fuller nets, more often.

			It was this kind of restlessness that drew Jan Kwakman back to Volendam at the age of eighteen.

			Sjoerd van den Berg’s eldest son also struck out in search of new adventures. Jan van den Berg, born in 1856, was given the moniker of “Jan van Diene” (Diene’s Jan) after his mother. At the age of twenty-one, he settled in Harlingen with his wife Neeltje de Vries.

			Jan Ballap and Jan van Diene followed where the fish led them.

			Jan van Diene, like his father, was known for his dedication to his work. The two of them seemed to have some sixth sense that led them to the place where the most fish swam, so the Van den Berg family never knew real poverty. Jan van Diene started out by sharing a boat with his brother Jurie, but soon enough each of them had his own vessel. From Harlingen, Jan would fish mainly in the north of the Zuiderzee, in the channels between the West Frisian Islands, and in the North Sea. Jan van Diene, driven as he was, had little fear of the risks out in the North Sea. In 1895, he moved to Terschelling to live closer to good fishing grounds.

			With his mother’s island as a base, it was easier for him to reap the benefits of a good fishing season. Late nineteenth-century industrialization led to the growth of the cities and increased the demand for fish, thus benefiting fisherfolk.

			Jan van Diene became so rich that he was able to bankroll a new vessel for each of his three sons and two sons-in-law. He returned to Urk with his newfound wealth in 1898, partly because his wife Neeltje was homesick for their Zuiderzee island.

			But the fishing tradition in Jurie van den Berg’s family is not all on his father’s side. His mother’s family also has its fishermen, although their history does not go back as far. His great-grandfather on his mother’s side was named Jan Visser and known as Jan van Fetsje, after his mother Fetsje. All the eldest daughters in the family were named Fetsje, including Jurie’s mother; this is the source of his nickname, Jurie Fet.

			Jan van Fetsje Visser lived in the Frisian town of Lemmer, where for many years the fishing industry was insignificant. In 1850, there were around ten small vessels in the harbor. Many people in Lemmer earned their living as peat-cutters until peat was superseded as fuel by coal and petroleum. The local livestock farmers struggled with growing competition and a crisis in agriculture. The upturn in the fishing sector persuaded men who had never fished before to try their luck on the Zuiderzee. With the advent of machine-made fishing nets, fixed nets became affordable even for small fishermen. All this led to a rise in occasional fishing in all the Zuiderzee towns. Around 1900, Lemmer had ninety fishing boats in its fleet. Approximately half its population was somehow involved in the fishing industry.

			Around the turn of the century, all Zuiderzee fishermen experienced the best years of their lives, with the largest catches of all in Volendam, Enkhuizen, Urk, and Harderwijk. Professionalization continued. Ever more frequently, fish were sold at auction. The market expanded beyond the national borders; even the Germans and the French were eating Zuiderzee fish.

			A third of the Zuiderzee companies were still made up of seasonal fishermen who had to combine fishing with other sources of income, such as farming and maritime freight. But by this time, two-thirds of Zuiderzee fishermen could make a living year round from fisheries. Around 1900, some 1,400 fishing vessels in total were plying the Zuiderzee, with around 3,000 men on board. Never before had the inland sea been so crowded with fishermen.

			Jan Kwakman could not share his delight in his full nets with his father. Cornelis Ballap had died in Vollenhove in 1880, at the age of seventy-four. He would never see the harbor on a Friday afternoon, filling up with happy fishermen bragging about their exploits—some more fortunate than others. After the hard years on Schokland and the many unreliable catches, he would surely have loved to experience that, quietly enjoying the goings-on from a bench.
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Safe harbors

			The body washed up in mid-July on the beach at Doornspijk, just south of Elburg. The year was 1883. No one knew who the man was, the Provinciale Overijsselsche en Zwolsche Courant, a provincial newspaper, reported in a six-line item.

			On 18 July, the daily newspaper De Tijd had mentioned “the crewman of the fisherman A. Vedder, one J. de Graaf.” This Spakenburg man had “fallen overboard from a fishing botter in the Zuiderzee and drowned.” But either no one made the connection between the two facts, or else the knowledge had not yet become widespread. News traveled slowly in those days.

			Cees Hopman now knows for certain who “the unknown gentleman” was. “J. de Graaf” was Jochem de Graaf, the father of his paternal grandmother Jacobje de Graaf, usually known as Jaopie. Cees’s father was named after this Jochem. Jaopie was two years old when the accident happened, and it would change her life. She would always remain fearful and feel a strong aversion to water and the Zuiderzee.

			Even so, Jaopie married a fisherman—a fanatical one, in fact: Gijs Hopman, born in 1879. He had learned the occupation from his father, Jan Hopman, who was so passionate about his work that it even earned him his nickname. He was known as Jan Spreeuwtje—spreeuwtje means “little starling”—because he hovered around the harbor like a starling, even long after high winds had driven everyone else back to their homes. So naturally, Gijs Hopman was named Gijs Spreeuwtje.

			Every fisherman’s son started out in the same way as Gijs, helping his father out on board as a “third man,” an extra pair of hands alongside the skipper and his mate. As a boy, you were expected to be a jack-of-all-trades, mending nets, and cooking meals.

			“I was as seasick as a dog,” Peter Hopman wrote about his first week on board. Peter Hopman, a distant relative of the Spreeuwtjes, wrote a memoir of his years as a young fisherman. He joined the crew of a fishing vessel around the same time as Gijs Spreeuwtje. Peter Hopman’s father had died young. When he turned eleven, his mother began “hiring him out” to fishermen in Spakenburg who owned their own vessels. For his first day on the pluut, a smaller variety of flat-bottomed Zuiderzee craft, he spent most of the time in his berth. His brother, who was also on board as the first mate, handed him a bucket into which he could throw up. Two days earlier, Peter had said farewell to his schoolmates. “Straight out of the classroom and onto a lurching botter.”

			As early as Peet’s second day, the skipper and his brother sailed off on the kubboot, a small boat used for putting out and bringing in fyke nets. The young boy was left alone on the pluut, in the middle of the Zuiderzee. He saw the turbid, surging waves, the water crashing against the foredeck, and he thought of his mother and of his schoolteacher. He began to wonder why he had been so happy he didn’t have to go to school anymore. Peet had instructions from the skipper to make coffee while they were gone. He just hoped nothing would happen to the pluut. After a couple of slices of rye bread with fried herring, he felt a little better.

			“To our berths at nine o’clock that night and back to the nets the next morning. The gods smiled on us that day: we caught thirty baskets of herring.” Herring was traded by the basket (tal); one basket held two hundred herrings. At sea, the skipper sold the catch to a koopschuit, a merchant vessel with a red-and-white flag hoisted to the masthead, which roamed the Zuiderzee buying fish and taking them back to harbor. “He received eighty cents a basket. We stayed at sea that night too. That evening we ate rye bread again.”

			Peter had to get used to not being able to wash himself on board. The most he could do was run a washcloth over his face. When the waves rose high, he would relieve himself in the neust, a kind of scoop intended for bailing water. “In good weather, you dangled overboard and unloaded it into the sea.”

			“The next morning, the skipper and my brother took the kubboot to check the nets again. I was very curious whether lots of herring had swum into them. But we had only six baskets—a real disappointment. We stayed for one more night, but then a strong wind blew up from the northwest, bad weather for herring, so the skipper decided to return to Spakenburg.”

			The nose of the pluut dived straight into the waves. The water splashed overboard. The skipper and his brother put on their oilskins and their sou’westers. Little Peter Hopman had nothing but his ordinary clothes. “First, I had to earn some money.”

			Back in the harbor, he received his first pay, which he handed over to his mother as soon as he was home: 50 cents.

			“It was child labor, pure and simple,” Cees Hopman says now, but no one cared about that in those days. Once your son had learned the trade, he could replace your mate. That saved money since you didn’t have to pay your own son.

			Cees Hopman’s grandfather Gijs must have feasted his eyes on all the fascinating sights in his home town as a boy. In Spakenburg, as in many Zuiderzee towns, the fishing fleet had grown rapidly in the nineteenth century. By 1900, it had reached its peak: two hundred botters. Spakenburg built a new harbor for the many fishing vessels. A slightly sour smell filled the air there: cutch (catechu), a tree extract used to treat nets and sails in the tanneries, which protected them from corrosion by salty seawater. The odor mingled with the scent of fresh wood from the Nieuwboer company’s shipbuilding workshops and shipyard, and the penetrating smell of the sharp tar used on the outsides of the botters. A short distance away, those smells were overpowered by the fumes from the smokehouses. Traders walked in and out of the fish sheds, buying wares for their customers in nearby towns and the wealthy Gooi area. The harbor grew into a vibrant center that brought together everyone and everything. Spakenburg flourished, becoming the third largest-fishing town on the shores of the Zuiderzee, after Volen­dam and Urk.

			Around 1900, the fishing industry dominated economic life in all the towns around the Zuiderzee. If you didn’t work on a botter as a fisherman or an assistant, you had a job in a related business. The growth of the fishing sector made life along the coasts more tightly connected to the inland sea than ever.

			Life in those small towns was dominated by the moods of the sea, a practically all-powerful force that no one could influence. It was not just the fisherfolk who were dependent on what the Zuiderzee gave them. Good catches also meant more profits for the shopkeepers, more work for the tanneries, and more sales for the merchants—smiling faces and cheerful moods everywhere. And when a storm forced the vessels to remain in the harbor, the mood grew darker. When the weather changed in the middle of the week, it made everyone uneasy. Would their husbands and fathers make it home safely? The fishing towns did not develop into typical ports. It is generally thought that living by the sea makes people tolerant and eager to travel. The spacious view and the hustle and bustle of life in a port, where people from many different regions and backgrounds cross paths, make the locals broad-minded and willing to relate openly to outsiders. Fishing towns, in contrast, are relatively closed communities, with a mindset resembling not the vast expanses of the sea but the cramped forecabins of their vessels.

			Social codes at sea influenced the conduct of fishermen on shore. At sea, the skipper and his crew were forced by circumstances to work together closely. Day in and day out, they were in each other’s company. They treated each other as equals, without much hierarchy, because they knew what they could expect from each other. That was also how they addressed other people on board: in a frank, direct fashion. Outsiders might consider that rude; the fisherman didn’t see the problem.

			At the same time, the residents of the Zuiderzee coast were becoming very devout in their religion. The voice they paid the most attention to was His. For days on end, the fishermen saw nothing but the naked sky and the rolling sea. It was a humbling experience. Many saw their work as a divine mission; they were catching the fish that God had sent them to feed His people, just as Jesus, in the New ­Testament, had made a few loaves and a couple of fish to feed a multitude. Fish was sacred food, eaten on Fridays, including the Lord’s Good Friday. It made sense to them that many apostles of Jesus had been fishermen in the Sea of Galilee. That is why, after the cross, the fish (ichthus) is the primary symbol of Christianity.

			Their difficult lives, full of uncertainty, made them long for solid footing and reassurance. Just about every family had a father, a brother, an uncle, or a nephew who had gone to sea and not returned. Cees Hopman’s grandmother had never known her father, and in 1883, Jan van Diene’s wife lost her only brother to the waves: Jan de Vries, 30 years old. He left behind a widow and four children. That was a catastrophic time for the Urk fleet: 36 of Urk’s people drowned in 1883. That same year, one of Jan van Diene’s other brothers-in-law, thirty-seven-year-old Abraham Ras, was on his botter when it capsized. His body was never recovered; his four children never saw him again.

			This uncertain existence drove fishing communities to the church. Their fate lay in the Lord’s hands. When a sudden storm struck, all they could do was pour their hearts out in prayer.

			So the centrality of fishing along the Zuiderzee coasts created strong ties between community members and a powerful sense of local identity. Your town was where your life lay anchored, a place of treasured heritage and memories. The Zuiderzee offered a safe harbor.

			The Hopman family lived near the Spakenburg harbor, in Watersteeg, diagonally opposite the shipyard. Gijs Spreeuwtje couldn’t keep away from the docks; he was just itching to start out for himself. But when at long last the time came, he was confronted with a sharp decline in the fishing sector, so drastic that the downward spiral seemed endless to many people.

			The rest of the country was diving into the dizzying 1910s. Earlier technological advances were beginning to alter the lives of the general public. Automobiles and electric street lights became part of everyday life, as the Dutch craned their necks for a glimpse of the first aircraft. No doubt the fishermen in their botters saw the airplanes flying over the Zuiderzee, but other than that, the march of progress barely reached the inland sea. The problem was simple but difficult to solve: the nets stayed empty.

			The downturn was first noticed in the anchovy catch. At the same time, the growing number of occasional fishermen made for stiffer competition and put downward pressure on prices. The fishermen didn’t notice right away because previous sales of this relatively expensive fish had enabled them to build up a financial buffer for the lean winter months. All along the coasts, fisher families had to turn to the church for a few extra pennies.

			The poor catches were blamed in part on dwindling fish stocks, though this was a matter of debate. The total population of fish in the Zuiderzee was said to be decreasing because young fish, not yet suitable for consumption, were being caught in large numbers. One method, especially popular in Harderwijk and Volendam, was to use large nets to trawl for fish fry, which was sold to duck farms as feed. This fry fishing was a stable source of income. In those years of scarcity, the debate about fishing methods could grow quite heated. The fry fishermen are massacring the Zuiderzee, some said. The national authorities urged the local communities to form a Zuiderzee Fisheries Council with representatives from every town. But the differences of opinion ran so deep that this council was unable to produce an advisory report to send to the minister. Fishermen’s associations in each town turned in despair to the minister responsible and to Queen Wilhelmina. The association in Enkhuizen, for instance, argued that the “people in the region will be impoverished and demoralized by the total anarchy that reigns over the Zuiderzee.”

			Those were bitter years for Cees Hopman’s great-grandparents, as he knows from the stories told by his grandfather Gijs. Even the fanatical Jan Spreeuwtje could hardly support his family with his income from fishing. They had no choice but to borrow money for food, like so many others around the Zuiderzee who relied on credit to reach the end of the week. Iron chains of debt bound them to shopkeepers, merchants, fish smokers, and other businesses. Ship maintenance had to be postponed, and the fleet became a sorry sight. Every family went through weeks of poverty, often stretching into months. Hungry children, in desperation, scraped the crusts out of the pans. Parents held tight to every little job they could get and made their children help. Seated at a high table at home, they peeled shrimp, laced corsets, and sorted through large bags of peas. Every penny counted.

			Because fishing was the heart of economic life in the region, it was hard to find alternative sources of income. The contrast with the glory years of the previous decade was bitter. For instance, a quarter of the crewmen in Elburg, on the eastern shore, had to ask for poor relief.

			The fishing towns in North Holland, such as Hoorn and Enkhuizen, were the only places with other types of work. Fishermen in that region could find jobs in vegetable farming, a labor-intensive industry. The hands that had once hauled in nets learned to harvest cauliflower instead. Fisherman in Huizen also had alternatives. Fishing was not as strong a tradition there, because for many years silt deposits had made it difficult to reach the Zuiderzee. Trade had traditionally been a pillar of the Huizen economy, so when threatened by the malaise that afflicted the Zuiderzee coasts, the village had something to fall back on.

			Gijs Hopman decided to turn his back on the Zuiderzee. But he did not really leave the fisherman’s life behind—he was far too attached to it. He was one of the many Zuiderzee fishermen who made the shift from the inland sea to the North Sea. He boarded a North Sea lugger and became a luggerman.

			North Sea and Zuiderzee fishing were two sides of the same coin. When the North Sea industry went into decline in the nineteenth century, fishermen turned to the Zuiderzee, and in the early twentieth century, the North Sea provided an escape route. The rapid growth of North Sea fisheries resulted from swiftly rising demand for fish in other countries, especially Germany. IJmuiden became the main fishing port because of its good rail connection. It was also the site of the first ice factory, which made it possible to export fresh fish. Fish fetched a better price fresh than frozen.

			Katwijk and Vlaardingen also had large fleets of luggers. Most of the Zuiderzee fishermen who went there did not work independently. A lugger was a large vessel, much longer than the familiar Zuiderzee botter, which tended to have a very small crew. The vessel had space for fifteen crewmen. Herring fishing with luggers had become a major industry in the final quarter of the nineteenth century. The method used was drift netting: lowering 30-meter-long nets into the water like curtains in the late afternoon. At night, the nets were hauled in, full of herring. Herring fishing was seasonal, from mid-June to mid-­November, so it could be combined with a few months of Zuiderzee fishing.

			For Spakenburg fishermen like Gijs Hopman, it was important to work with loggers from the same religious denomination. Fishermen from Vlaardingen tended to have much more liberal religious views and would even work on Sundays. If a fisherman from Spakenburg or Urk joined the crew of a logger that went out on Sundays and was found out, then he could no longer count on his children being baptized, and he could forget about receiving the Lord’s Supper (Holy Communion).

			Gijs Hopman soon realized that he wanted to be in charge of his own lugger. He decided to attend the fishing school in Enkhuizen to earn the qualifications he needed. In those days, it was impossible to travel from Spakenburg to Enkhuizen in a single day. In the winter months, Gijs left his family at home and spent three days a week as a boarder in Enkhuizen. After four years, he was awarded his degree and the title of captain.

			“He never resigned himself to a bad situation,” Cees Hopman tells me, glowing with pride. “He focused on solutions; he was forward looking and fanatical.”

			His grandfather secured a loan for a second-hand lugger and made big plans. He and his family would move from Spakenburg to Vlaardingen and build a new life there, he decided; from then on, they would make their living from the North Sea. The only thing left for him to do was to persuade Jaopie, his wife.
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A future on the dike

			One of Cees van Eekelen’s uncles has the only photograph of his great-grandparents, posing beside a large, black stove and looking a little nervous. In that blurry black-and-white picture, they could be anyone’s ancestors. There is, however, one conspicuous family resemblance. The man is broad-shouldered, short, and stocky. Cees recognizes his own build: “Look at those shoulders.”

			The stove in the photograph is an old-fashioned model with a flat top heated by smoke on its way to the chimney. The large surface area of the flat top made cooking easier. This model was popular in the Netherlands in the second half of the nineteenth century, especially in North Brabant, and is sometimes known as a Brabant stove. The Van Eekelen family originally came from the Wouwse Plantage region of North Brabant, between Bergen op Zoom and Roosendaal. In the early twentieth century, it was an impoverished area, with sandy, infertile soil that offered little hope of making a living. Cees’s grandparents, Adriaan van Eekelen and Marie Mens, were both born in 1899, on the cusp between the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. They married young and led a frugal life together, full of uncertainties. As a young farmhand, Adriaan earned a paltry wage and could take home some milk and eggs at the end of the week, if the farmer had any to spare. When there was no work for him, he received no pay.

			Adriaan and Marie saw a mention in the newspaper of the Society for the Execution of the Zuiderzee Works (Maatschappij tot Uit­voering van de Zuiderzeewerken, MUZ). Or else someone told them about it, who can say?

			The MUZ was a joint initiative by seven contractors responsible for building dikes to reclaim land from the Zuiderzee, in the far north of North Holland. That felt to Adriaan and Marie like the far end of the world; going there would be like emigrating. The journey began at the train station in Roosendaal. Hard wooden benches awaited the passengers, who had to sit for several hours before arriving in Haarlem. There Adriaan caught the train to Alkmaar, where he could change for Anna Paulowna. From there, he had to catch a bus. The entire journey took almost a day, and the train ticket was expensive.

			But compared to his pitiful wages as a farmhand, what Adriaan could earn from the Zuiderzee project was many times more. And the MUZ—the workers called it the mus, or sparrow—offered security. Those promising polders were still far from completion.

			In 1924, Adriaan went ahead on his own. His wife Marie had just become pregnant with their second child. The first project on which he worked was the Balgzandkanaal, a drainage canal for the Amstel­diep, the northwesternmost part of the Zuiderzee. Adriaan was issued a spade to smooth the sides of the new dam so that the dike alongside it would have a neat slope. The work required dexterity, strength, and precision. Adriaan soon acquired a knack for it.

			Adriaan van Eekelen wanted work he could depend on. A similar ambition led the forefathers of Jurie van den Berg and Kees Kwakman to the far side of the Zuiderzee and motivated Gijs Hopman to try for a North Sea lugger of his own. Cornelis Lely, the great man behind the Zuiderzee project, had also begun by pursuing job security.

			Ten years after earning his civil engineering degree in Delft, Lely still hadn’t managed to get his career off the ground. He had just been dismissed from his position at the water authority for the east of the Netherlands; water authorities, or waterschappen, are a separate layer of government in the Netherlands, dating back to the early Middle Ages and focusing on water management. Then he learned of a vacancy at the Zuiderzee Association.

			This organization had been founded in 1886 to promote the ini­tiative to enclose the Zuiderzee and reclaim much of its area as new land. The dignitaries and public officials behind this revolutionary plan felt certain of its importance to the nation, as well as to the Zuiderzee coast. A special investigation by G. Vissering, later president of the country’s central bank, forecast an “auspicious resurrection” that would transform the Zuiderzee towns into the hubs of prosperous districts. The plan called for these towns to be provided with well-functioning harbors and good maritime connections, so that trade would flourish there once more, bringing back the glory of the Golden Age for which the locals yearned.

			In September 1886, Lely was appointed as the head of technical research at the Zuiderzee Association. Before the year was out, he and a colleague published the first of what they called technical documents. This first document dealt solely with technical issues, as did the next three in the series. How do you drain an inland sea? Where were locks and sluices needed? What were the soil conditions in and around the Zuiderzee? They did not write a word about the people on the coasts, whose lives were dependent on that salty sea. Lely merely remarked that fresh water would be beneficial to agriculture in the surrounding communities, that the risk of flooding would decrease, and that navigability would improve. The documents were not especially thick, at most twenty pages each, and were packed with tables and diagrams. They were practical, businesslike papers in support of the association’s objectives.

			The first person to put the inhabitants of the Zuiderzee coast back at the heart of the discussion was the minister responsible for water management: Johannes de Marez Oyens, a member of the Anti-­Revolutionary Party (Anti-Revolutionaire Partij; ARP), which had a conservative Christian Democratic ideology. He refused to be responsible for the social ills that enclosure and land reclamation would visit upon Zuiderzee towns and villages. He pointed out the great significance of the Zuiderzee fishing industry and suggested that its prospects were not as bleak as some people claimed: the Dutch Fisheries Association estimated its value at 12 to 100 million guilders. This large margin of error was worrying, to be sure, but the ARP minister insisted that the fisherfolk had to be fully compensated for their losses at the very least. Until satisfactory arrangements had been made for them, he did not wish to hear any more about the enclosure of the Zuiderzee.

			To settle the debate about the value of Zuiderzee fishing, the Zui­derzee Association launched a large-scale, comprehensive investigation in 1905, led by J.F. Neeb, a civil-law notary from Harderwijk. His findings were decidedly grim. The sector comprised 3,453 fishing vessels in total, with a crew of 7,283 men. Earnings were generally poor. Crewmen received wages of one guilder a week, much less than Cees van Eekelen’s great-grandfather would earn as a dike worker. 

			Between the lines, Neeb made it clear that this traditional, old-fashioned industry had no future, with or without the enclosure and reclamation project; he was sad to see “the gradual decline of this useful and congenial business. Among the actual fishing population, what we found was rarely prosperity, but generally a hard battle for a meager existence.” His final conclusion was that enclosure would offer the fishermen long-awaited hope for the future and greater economic security.

			This did not immediately lead to the laying of the first basalt blocks for the Afsluitdijk. The debate about the Zuiderzee plans dragged on for several years more, with the Zuiderzee Association issuing ever more comprehensive and detailed reports. It was not until 1913—by which time Cornelis Lely was beginning his third term as water management minister—that Queen Wilhelmina announced in her annual Speech from the Throne, “I consider the time ripe to undertake the enclosure and reclamation of the Zuiderzee. Improved water management in the surrounding provinces, expansion of territory, and a lasting increase in employment opportunities will be the result.”

			“Go and see the Zuiderzee now, before it is too late,” wrote Jac. P. Thijsse, a writer and educator who, a year after Wilhelmina’s announcement, took a bicycle trip along the coast for his popular Verkade album Langs de Zuiderzee (“Along the Zuiderzee”). Every package of Verkade biscuits included a plate for the album; these plates became coveted collectors’ items. “It won’t be long before green polders take the place of the rippling waves.”

			Jan Ballap Kwakman probably had no idea what Thijsse was so worked up about. What did he mean, “before it is too late”? He had remained faithful to the Zuiderzee, passing on his botter to the youngest of his eight children, Willem, born in 1889. Jan had every confidence that Willem would be able to continue the family business.

			Likewise, on Urk, Jan van Diene van den Berg paid little heed to the government’s plans to enclose the inland sea, even as they became more and more definite. His sons were still fishing, undaunted, although like many others from Urk, they spent most of their time in the North Sea. Unlike the fishermen of Volendam, they accepted the greater dangers of North Sea fishing as unavoidable. The Urkers spent a long time away from home, from October to Christmas. In the spring and summer, they could stay closer by, in the Zuiderzee. Because the Urk fishermen often traveled to the North Sea ports, they could keep close track of developments in their industry. The isolation of the island they called home did not keep them from changing with the times. For example, the Urkers realized they would have to modernize their botters to continue fishing. Larger, motorized vessels became their new objective.

			To earn some extra income in lean years, Jan van Diene remained on dry land. He began selling fuel, especially peat and brown coal briquettes, and also ran a net tannery and sold thread and homemade needles for mending nets. His wife Neeltje also had a small shop, run out of their home. Jan and Neeltje had a very frugal lifestyle. For example, Jan complained when someone threw away a match that had not yet burned out. After all, you could use the splinter of wood to light another lamp, right?

			One of Jan van den Berg’s most fanatical sons, born in 1891, was known as Rooie Juut (“Red Juut”) because of his full head of red hair. “He raised me, for the most part,” says Jurie Fet. Rooie Juut was his grandfather. “He was a strong-willed, authoritarian man, who throughout his life kept to the way he had always done things.”

			In 1915, two years after Wilhelmina’s announcement, the 23-year-old Rooie Juut bought the Zuiderzee botter UK60 from his father for 2,800 guilders, fully equipped with “sail and trawl.” Later that year, when conscripted for military service, he requested an exemption as a fisherman. The request was granted, because food was becoming more scarce as World War I raged in the countries surrounding the neutral Netherlands. He spent the whole season fishing for anchovies and herring in the Zuiderzee.

			Fisherman like Willem Kwakman and Rooie Juut felt no need to think about other ways of earning a living. When World War I broke out, the national authorities made their first tentative efforts to regulate the fisheries sector. A few years earlier, during the controversy about towed nets, they had maintained their hands-off approach, merely setting up an advisory council. But now that foreign trade had ground to a halt, the Royal National Support Committee, set up by Queen Wilhelmina, promoted the consumption of fish. The Central Office for the Sale of Fishery Products purchased large quantities of smelt for the army in Amsterdam, artificially inflating prices.

			Meanwhile, a few good years arrived for the fishing industry. In 1916, herring prices skyrocketed. The year after that, they fell again, but the catches were huge, so profits remained high. All in all, Zuiderzee fishing was a good source of income in the war years, and many people forgot what the queen had announced in her speech.

			Out in the North Sea, Gijs Hopman did run into trouble in World War I. Because he and his fellow luggermen regularly entered British territorial waters, they painted “NED” on their vessels in large letters to make it clear that they were from the neutral Netherlands. For their own safety, they worked in groups of five luggers. When one day they crossed paths with a British submarine, the crew accused them of fishing for the Germans. The British thoroughly disliked the luggers and their fishing nets, in which their warships could easily become tangled up. They threatened to blow up the whole lugger fleet. After a great deal of begging and pleading, Gijs and his companions persuaded them to leave one lugger intact so that they could make it home safely.

			Lugger fishing came to a complete stop when Britain announced a naval blockade and the North Sea became a war zone full of minefields. Then Gijs Hopman returned to the Zuider­zee, regardless of the plans for enclosure. He had no other choice.

			Gijs and Jaopie still lived in Spakenburg, near the harbor. Gijs had never managed to persuade his wife to move to the North Sea coast. He had made the mistake, you might say, of bringing along his eldest son Jochem to the luggers. Jochem was eleven years old when he first went on board.

			“That too was child labor, of course,” Cees says now.

			Jochem had to haul in the reep, the rope to which the drift nets were attached. For this job, he was lowered through a hole in the forecabin. Afterwards, Jochem was bursting with pride and told his mother, who had a nervous disposition, all the colorful details of his adventures. She was horrified to hear what her son had been doing, and each new story only strengthened her opposition to the planned move.

			“She was a small, delicate woman, but she had a strong will,” Cees explains. The family stayed put.

			So Gijs and Jaopie Hopman were among the witnesses of the great flood of 1916 and the havoc it wreaked in the Zuiderzee region. Newspapers described the disaster as a kind of “seaquake.” Dikes in numerous places were so hard hit by the heavy waves that they collapsed. The water rose a full 3.25 meters above the standard reference level, churning as far as the Amsterdam city limits and rushing through the streets of Amersfoort. It covered farmland in North Holland and swept away forty houses on the island of Marken, drowning sixteen locals.

			It also filled much of the Hopmans’ home. The family fled to the attic; from there, the waves sounded like sledgehammer blows. For weeks afterward damage to houses left many villagers with no choice but to sleep in a church. The wild Zuiderzee had hurled at least forty botters up against houses.

			As a fisherman, Gijs had opposed the plans to enclose the Zuiderzee, but on that stormy night in the attic, he realized that the nation’s safety came first.

OEBPS/image/Eva_Vriend_kaarten-ENG_Kaart02-IJsselmeer_region_in_2019.png
®1aingen Usselmeer region n 2019

[ Waddenseo
e“ )
& {
& | wertum
Dense,
o 9L Shindeloopen
/werngin ¥
. S P
Ao ov on
o\ N e
Wingemeer | saimeer e
g
g Utemmar e
Mt TeBoter B
SO Noordoostpolder
{ o oSl
Eninuizen g,
© gy | Ofmeos
I it etk
g, J
PN
{ ke waddn 2
§ e )
3\ Martermess 4

Dronten

o

ing) BTG v

. g [N
L "y

A

o P
7 ohimere %
Zudekevoind
| "o o
P —

Zeowctsd)

ke
pe—

st






OEBPS/image/Eva_stamboom_ENG_1Urk.png
et dutg

s e g

ine e, g,

ine e, g,

Sttt g

et g

URK
VAN DEN BERG

Hendrik (van den Berg)Steevenszocn,
1660-79

Kenpentant
1
Sewevndmbey  Dirckvandenerg
Sorie P
|
|
Sjoerdvan denferg LEMMER
Dedde piend 2vasl VISSER
fr ol on foun Fese) Visser
i ey
JatjePoepies
e
Nelje d vies
ey MAKKUM
KOORNSTRA
i sty i i iV
Lammetj Romkes AntiesKoorntra
e s

(D4)Janven denferg  Jurie (UKe3) van den Berg
s e

FetsjeKoormatra
198200

|
JURIE
(Pet)

vandenBerg
e

Geerte Keamer

1
Jamvan den Berg Klassvan denBerg
ves gso

Marisnne Zwssn Mrialle Post
-y





OEBPS/image/Eva_Vriend_kaarten-ENG_Kaart01-Zuiderzee_around_1900.png
p
[®hiatingen Zulderzee around 1900

% Wadden sea \
it

\

ot

Thncorpen

M et
\\
\ o

p ——

. s
i,
U " Canerfliden

A Cogomen L

Marken N

M

-

Amsterdam,






OEBPS/image/Eva_stamboom_ENG_3Spakenburg.png
R Tp—

et g

R Tp—

prrTpe—

SPAKENBURG
HOPMAN

bt

-
ia-un

Gijsbert spreewut) Hopman
e

et e et

1
Jochem (vanaopie) Hopman Jon Hopman.
19061983 prErn
Junnetjedejong
et

CEES bt Hopman

Annemarie Hopman
0

Sjask Ruizendaal
e





OEBPS/image/Eva_stamboom_ENG_4Wieringen.png
WIERINGEN
VAN EEKELEN

WIERINGEN
BOERSEN

EE—
ks
Dl i Bkl
[— JRr—— it
e
=
e Borzen

Pry— CEES

vanEekelen
o
GrietjevandenBerg

4

i, i, Coas van Eskelen
o

Francisks rins
1080,





OEBPS/image/omslag.jpg
A story of community
spirit, entrepreneurship,
and the intimate

WH E R E TH E bond with the water

LUIDER/ZEE

ONCE RAGED

Wieringen
folendam
skenburg

Urk






OEBPS/image/Eva_stamboom_ENG_2Volendam.png
Suarmeen hlde, kg

gheaben ntudng

N, g

St g

e g

VOLENDAM

KWAKMAN

Comlipai) sk
praen.
EvaVisscher
Thio- i

“stakond
Fsotlnd

Jan (Bally) Kvskeman
isoris
“sdakand

NeclteKeuken
e
Willem (Ball) Kwskman.
issg-is0
Neelte Pooyer
1890~ 1961
Job (Balla) Kwskman
ooy

Jannetje Betdemwinkelte) Tol
025 -20n5

KEES
(Ballap)

Kwakman
05t

Marie )Tl
i

Jeroen (Balap) Kwalemman
iy

Inene Madoe)Schilder
prs

‘Annetjc Konter
ot
*saatond
lnine
Jan (Ballg) Kwskman
1920170

Jon Balla) Knskrnan
oss





