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Chapter 1. Life in Achterberg and Rhenen 

Village life in Achterberg was, in many ways, relatively relaxed for most of us. Dad 

may not have thought it so, but that would be because of the schedule he chose to 

keep—well, perhaps he did not really choose it, but he had at least some control 

over it as a self-employed businessman. The melkboer (milkman) and the 

groenteboer (vegetable produce man) came to the door every day or at least on 

some regular schedule. The bread man probably also came, even though Koster’s 

bakery was not far away. Mr. Kap, the grocery man, came to the house once a week 

to take Mother’s order and then delivered the goods soon thereafter. Mother would 

buy her fabrics at van Hunnik’s, next door to the fietsenmaker (bike repairman) who 

fixed our flat tires and whatever else needed doing on our bikes. At the ‘bottom’ of 

the Achterbergsestraatweg, where it joined the Cuneraweg, there was a blacksmith 

shop, with ‘Mor de smid’. I remember watching him heating and hammering 

horsehoes into shape and I can still smell the smoke from the horses’ hooves when 

he tried the hot shoes on before nailing them into place. In the store part of his 

house his wife sold kitchenware and some hardware. The klompenmaker (wooden 

shoe maker) who provided our klompen also was right there. And I should not 

forget Breda the schoenmaker (shoe maker), just off the Molenweg near Dad’s mill, 

to whom we went regularly to get our shoes re-soled or to get small metal plates 

nailed on that made the heels and toes last longer. 

 

 
Old painting of Rhenen from across the Rhine 

 

I searched the internet for historical and other information about Achterberg and 

Rhenen, and found quite a bit. The websites where I found most of the information 

in the next few pages include rhenen.nl, nl.wikipedia.org/wiki/Achterberg, 

nl.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rhenen, cunerakerk.nl, hervormdegemeenteachterberg.nl, 

pknrhenen.nl, achterbergrhenen.web-log.nl, home.hccnet.nl/m.snaterse/kerk.html, 

and grebbelinie.nl. On the web-log.nl site I found several interesting photographs.  
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One particular name from Achterberg that I came across was Heimerstein, the name 

of what I remember as het gekkenhuis (the ‘crazy’ house) along the Cuneraweg at 

the foot of the Grebbeberg. On the Rhenen website it is listed as Kasteel 

Heimerstein, near the location of what once was the Ter Horst castle!more about 

that in a later paragraph. It is included in a listing of castles in Utrecht on the 

website kasteleninutrecht.eu. In the 1920s it was converted into a tehuis voor 

verstandelijke gehandicapten (a mouthful for a home for intellectually handicapped 

people, hence the designation that exists in my memory). The building was largely 

destroyed during World War II but rebuilt in 1946. 

The latest information lists the population of Achterberg at 2200 or 4000, depending 

on which source you believe. In any case, it is not exactly a metropolis. A quote 

about Achterberg from one website says, “Er is hier nog geen postzegel te koop, 

maar ademt veel rust uit. Veel mensen kennen elkaar en alles gaat nog 

gemoedelijk. Achterberg werkt in het begin van de zomer tweemaal als één grote 

magneet, vanwege twee grote evenementen.” (You can’t even buy a stamp there but 

the place exudes peace and quiet. Many people know each other, and everything is 

done quite leisurely. Two important events in early summer attract a large number 

of visitors to Achterberg). The first of these events, according to the information on 

the website, is the celebration of Koninginnedag (the Queen’s birthday) on 30 April; 

the second consists of a market and fair with all kinds of activities on 

Pinkstermaandag (the Monday after Pentecost, a statutory holiday in the 

Netherlands). 

The local Openbare School (public school) was in the center of the village, right 

next to Dad’s mill, but we did not go to that school—we went to the School met de 

Bijbel (Christian School, School with the Bible) in Rhenen. The old building in 

Achterberg now bears the name Dorpshuis (literally village house but actually more 

like a community league building), and another school was built elsewhere.   

 

 

The Christian School in Rhenen as it was in 1947, 25 years old 

There was a small church (Hervormde Kerk, Reformed Church) in Achterberg but 

we did not attend there either. Instead, we attended the Gereformeerde Kerk (also 
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translated as Reformed Church) in Rhenen. A consequence of these school and 

church connections was that my parents did not have much of a social circle or 

community of friends in Achterberg; I know of only one family there with whom 

they would visit from time to time. There were many customer-acquaintances for 

Dad, of course, but few family friends.  

Rhenen acquired its status as a city early in the 14
th
 century; remains of the old city 

wall still exist. Documents from the year 855 contain the earliest mention of the 

Villa Rheni (Estate on the Rhine, named perhaps as a variant of the German name 

Rhein for the river). During the middle ages, there was a castle, Ter Horst, in 

Achterberg that served to support the Roman Catholic bishop of Utrecht in his 

struggles with the dukes of Gelre (later Gelderland). The castle was destroyed in 

1543 and never rebuilt. In 2008, Rhenen celebrated 750 years as a city, with a 

population then of about 19,000. 

The well-known Cunerakerk in Rhenen is 

a relatively large church—it seats 650—

that was built between 1492 and 1531. 

One of the websites I listed earlier is 

dedicated to this fine old church. The 

website contains many photographs of 

what looks like a beautiful interior. I was 

never inside the church but I did walk 

around its base once. Its style is said to be 

related to that of the Domtoren in Utrecht 

and the Lieve Vrouwetoren in Amersfoort. 

Its tower, at 82 meters, ranks among the 

tallest church spires in the Netherlands. 

According to legend, a woman named 

Cunera spent time at the court of King 

Radboud, and later was raised to 

sainthood. In 701, some time after she 

died, her body was exhumed and carried to 

Rhenen by Willibrord, the first bishop of 

Utrecht. The next mention of Rhenen 

occurred in some German business 

transaction documents in 855, the time of 

the Normans; the first written mention of a 

[Roman Catholic] church in Rhenen dates 

from 1016. Many pilgrims later came to 

Rhenen to pay their respects to Cunera; hence, the need for a larger church, built in 

its current form with the support of funds brought by the pilgrims. Since the 

Reformation in 1580, the church has been used by the Nederlands Hervormde Kerk 

(Dutch Reformed Church, now part of the Protestantse Kerk in Nederland). The 

building was damaged by fire at least twice and suffered war-related damage in 

1940 and 1945. According to the information on the Cunerakerk website, the war 

damage was repaired “met zulk ondeugdelijk materiaal” (with such poor material) 

that most of the time since 1968 the tower has been surrounded by scaffolding.  

The Cunerakerk in Rhenen, 
not far from the Rhine 
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The history of the Hervormde Kerk in Achterberg!according to its own website!is 

closely linked to Rhenen’s Cunerakerk. In the late 1800s, a special section of that 

church was set aside for churchgoers from Achterberg and was called de boerenhoek 

(the farmers’ corner). Some time later, in 1882, the church council decided to start an 

evangelism program in Achterberg, consisting mostly of Sunday School and visits to 

the sick. The program went on for about 20 years and then was stopped, for financial 

reasons. A certain Mr. Boonzaaijer, financially independent, then appeared on the 

scene; he had a house and adjoining classroom built in Achterberg in 1909 and is 

said to be responsible for what became the church in the village. The Rhenen church 

council purchased the building in 1918, and in 1924 appointed Mr. C. van Viegen as 

godsdienstonderwijzer (literally, religion teacher, and not ordained). The first regular 

Sunday worship service was held in 1926. Mr. van Viegen stayed for 35 years, and 

retired in 1959. Not until 1951, however, did he receive authorization to administer 

the sacraments of baptism and communion. Mr. van Viegen’s son, appropriately 

named Cunerus, was in my sister Bertha’s class at the Christian school in Rhenen. In 

2009, the church in Achterberg celebrated 100 years of existence, even though no 

actual church was built until 1930. 

I was unable to find out much about the 

current status of the Gereformeerde Kerk at 

Nieuwe Veenendaalseweg 55 in Rhenen—the 

church our family attended when I was 

young. The building looks different from that 

in the 1949 photograph but is identifiable and 

clearly visible on Google Streetview. 

Apparently it has been absorbed into the 

Protestantse Kerk in Nederland (Protestant 

Church in The Netherlands) that also includes 

the Cunerakerk. The building was named the 

Ontmoetingskerk some time in 2008. 

According to recent information on the 

‘hccnet’ website, the congregation that had 

been using the building for part of its 

activities moved to a modern-looking new 

church on the Anjerlaan in 2009. 

 

__________ 

Gereformeerde Kerk in 
Rhenen around 1949 


