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born 3 October 1904. Her name came 
from the van Middendorp side of the 
family. Of the first six children in the 
family, the oldest two were daughters 
Eef and Teun. The next two were 
sons, Gerrit and Melis, both of whom 
died young, at around 20. Two more 
sons followed, Jan and Willem, and 
then came Nen. After her two more 
children were born, Heimen and 
Gijsje. The oldest, Eef, was born in 
1894, the youngest in 1907. 

 

 

Grandfather van den Born visited the Nijboers on the Dronkelaar farm regularly to 
sell feed for the family’s livestock—sometimes, according to Mother, he mentioned 
his son, “my son Johan”, who was “awfully smart.” Mother worked for a time as 
cook for a doctor’s family in Barneveld; she said that she first met Dad there, 
probably when he came to buy some pills that were sold by the same doctor who 
prescribed them. According to Mother in 1980, “it was love at first sight … from his 
side, that is. It took him a while to convince me, but he was a good salesman and he 
sold himself. We were engaged 14 April 1927.” Truth be told, Dad apparently had 
courted at least one other woman in the neighbourhood for a time but she proved 
unwilling to accept his proposal. 

Willem and Willempje Nijboer family around 1915 

Dronkelaar farmstead  
from a side I seldom saw 
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Nennetje Nijboer, around 1928 Mother and Dadʼs wedding in 1930 

Han van den Born and Nen Nijboer were married three and a half years later, on 
5 September 1930, in the Gereformeerde Kerk in Barneveld. Apparently they did 
not want to get married until Dad had found a place to start a business of his own, 
along with a house to live in.  

 
The Nijboers and the van den Borns at Mother and Dadʼs wedding in 1930 

With financial help from his father who co-signed a loan, he had found such a place 
in Achterberg, a small village (gehucht) near the city Rhenen. The business, 
complete with a windmill, was a bit run down apparently but, at 14,000 guilders, the 
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price was right. Dad found a local boarding place as well as a business partner with 
some money (Eibert Wilgenburg, a local farmer), and he left home in October 1929 
to start up his own grain and feed business. The partnership broke up in 1935, and 
Wilgenburg went back to farming. Some years later he and his family emigrated to 
the United States and took up dairy farming in southern California where I have met 
his second wife and some of his children many years later. 
There actually had been a connection between grandfather van den Born and the 
business in Achterberg. According to Peter’s account, my grandfather suffered from 
a serious depression after his arm- and leg-breaking accident 35 years earlier. 
Somehow he was persuaded to go to Achterberg and to use his technical ability to 
help repair the mill there, as a result of which he was able to recover from his 
depression. 

       
Rhenen and Achterberg on the map View from space in 2009 

             

In the spring of 1930, Dad bought a small piece of land from a local farmer. It was 
about 100 by 280 feet or 33 by 93 meters according to a Google map, roughly 
equivalent to four 50 by 140-feet Edmonton residential lots arranged in a rectangle. 
The land was located just outside Achterberg and was surrounded by grain fields; an 
architect was commissioned to build a house on it. In retrospect, it would have been 
interesting to find out how the planning for that house was done between my 
parents.  
After Mother and Dad’s wedding, Dad’s youngest brother (oom Gerrit who was 20 
and had a car) drove them to their new home at Achterbergsestraatweg 171.  
A honeymoon for them had not yet been invented. When they arrived at 10 pm, they 

House and yard in 2009 The house two years old in 1932 
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discovered that the power had not yet been connected. But, said Mother, “we 
managed just the same”. Their new home was about 20 kilometers south of where 
they had both grown up, far enough away at the time to make frequent visits from 
relatives unlikely. A picture of the house and yard in those early days shows an 
almost totally bare area, with a few recently planted spindly-looking trees, and 
farmland all around. 
Their first child was a girl, Gijsbertha (Bertha), born at home, as was the custom, 
on 25 July 1931. I was their second child, born 17 November 1932. Since I was the 
oldest son, perhaps a position of privilege (!), I was named after my grandfather 
Willem Hendrik Hendrikus van den Born. The first name really could not miss, 
given the traditions of the time, because my maternal grandparents bore the names 
Willem and Willempje. In following years, five more sons were born, Gerrit 
(George) in 1934, Han (Hans or John J) in 1937, Jan (John) in 1938, Jacob (Jack) 
in 1943, and Wilco in 1947. No more daughters were born, and Bertha remained the 
only girl in the family. Mother said in 1980 that she “enjoyed George the most 
because for some years he was the baby.” That statement could be interpreted as 
saying that for a couple of years she actually was not pregnant.  

Some time after my parents 
moved to Achterberg, another 
house was built immediately 
south of our house. As children 
we saw very little of the van 
Gelderens who lived there, and I 
don’t think my parents had much 
contact with them either. The 
nearest other house on the street 
was the home of the 
Veldhovens, across the street 
and about 60 meters south. 
Memory suggests that father 
Veldhoven served as 
spoorwachter (railway crossing 

guard) for the crossing several hundred meters south of us. Bertha recalls going to 
their house at the time Jack was about to be born (in 1943), to get some help from 
Mrs. Veldhoven before the doctor arrived.  
She also recalls seeing, some time later, men in trench coats who drove up to the 
Veldhoven home in a car and arrested Mrs. Veldhoven, along with some Jewish 
people who probably were hiding there. They were taken away and, according to 
Bertha, never seen again. The Veldhovens, especially their son Piet, were very 
involved in rescue and escape operations for downed allied aircrew members during 
World War II.  
South of them lived the Jan Rijksen family. Jan worked in Dad’s grain and feed 
business for many years, and my brother George and I played a lot with two of their 
sons, Geurt and Hassie. As recently as 2010, no other houses had been built near the 
cluster of four, and they continue to be surrounded by farm land on all sides. 

Mother and Dad, Bertha, Bill, tante Gijs (far left), 
and unknown, at home in 1934 
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Next closest was the van Roekel farm, also across the street, and about 125 meters 
to the north, towards the windmill and feed business owned by my father. The van 
Roekels were a childless couple who lived in a farmhouse that reminded us of the 
setup at the Nijboers’ Dronkelaar farm. We would walk into the house via the barn 
part. At the other end, outside the living quarters, there was a rope-and-bucket well 
where they kept milk cool. Bertha recalls going there once or twice a week to pick 
up some buttermilk. In later years, she and her husband Bill stopped in to visit them 
once.  
A bit further up the road north lived Gijs van Esseveld, the local wagenmaker 
(literally wagonbuilder but more like a wheelwright and sawmill operator). His 
operation was an interesting and impressive one for a young boy, even if I did no 
more than watch from a safe distance as his big saw blade ripped through logs. 
When Dixie and I drove by the place in 1987 and stopped to look, the lady of the 
house was working outside and invited us in for tea. It turned out that she was a 
daughter of the van Essevelds. She remembered our family well and we had a very 
nice visit with her.  
Our house in Achterberg was a two-storey brick house, with an attic above the 
second floor. The main floor had a living room, kitchen, achterkamer (a room 
behind the kitchen and connected to the living room with French doors), a toilet off 
the hallway to the front door (essentially a pit toilet in a closet next to a door that led 
to the cellar), and a bijkeuken, a sort of back porch with a flat tar and gravel roof 
and without a second storey above it. It served as a place to store our bikes and 
assorted other items such as boots and wooden shoes. The flat roof could function 
as a balcony, with access to it from two bedrooms on the second floor, but it was 
never used for that purpose. There was a pump by the kitchen sink that got water 
from a shallow well (about the existence of which I knew nothing), and also a tap 
that provided running cold water. My mother did all her cooking on a wood stove 
until it was replaced by an electric stove a year or two before our emigration to 
Canada in 1949. 
The second floor was all bedrooms. My parents’ bedroom and Bertha’s small 
bedroom (she had a room to herself) made up the front part of the house; a 
logeerkamer (guest room) and another bedroom with space for two beds made up 
the back half. A sort of anteroom to the attic stairs also had a bed in it in later years. 
There usually was a baby crib in my parents’ bedroom—probably permanently in 
that location. Each of the four bedrooms had a sink and cold running water. Hot 
running water or a bathroom with a tub or shower was not part of the deal. The third 
floor was an attic under the steep tile-covered roof and was used mainly for storage; 
for a time I also slept there after the family outgrew the bedroom space on the 
second floor. Apples and walnuts from trees in our yard, for example, were stored 
there after they were harvested in the fall. Sometimes we children would rummage 
around in the attic and check out whatever we could find there, including Dad’s old 
army uniform pieces. The stairs in the house were typically Dutch, steep and 
narrow, especially the stairs to the attic.  
The small cellar was used to store canned food and other preserves, including 
sauerkraut and ‘salted’ meat. In my mind it was about the same size as one of the 
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upstairs bedrooms, and could not begin to compare to a Canadian-style basement. It 
was also the place where we all slept for some weeks in October 1944 when the 
Allies were sending artillery shells over from south of the Rhine. We would 
sometimes hear them whistling in at night and wonder where they were going to 
land and explode. The nearest that one actually came to our house was about 400 
meters away, where it destroyed a shed in the backyard of a house near the railroad 
tracks. 
The only room in the house in Achterberg that was heated on a regular basis during 
the fall and winter months was the kitchen, and that was only because the cook 
stove was there. On Sundays the haard (coal heater) in the living room sometimes 
was fired up and that room then also became warm. If we had company, we would 
sit in the living room, but I don’t remember that we had company often. On such 
occasions we probably also ate our noon meal at the table there. There was a radio 
in the living room, at least before and after the war, and sometimes George and I 
would listen to it there, to some mystery hoorspel (radio drama). 
I made my first post-emigration trip back to Holland in the fall of 1968, as a three-
day detour before going to a conference in England. Nineteen years had gone by 
since our family’s emigration, and both my home country and I had changed. I 
borrowed a car from a cousin in Terschuur and made a sentimental journey to 
Achterberg, including a visit and walk-through in the house where I had grown up. 
There was no question in my mind, the house had shrunk during my absence. The 
street also had become much narrower. How could this possibly be? When I 
mentioned my reactions to the size of the house to my father after I returned to 
Canada, he clearly was not impressed, so I decided it would be best to change the 
subject. I remained emotionally connected to the house for a number of years, until 
the summer of 1987, when I saw it with the bricks all painted white, and with the 
whole place, including the yard, looking quite run-down. Seeing it in that condition 
effectively killed my interest in the house and I decided I did not need to see it 
again. The last time I drove past it was in 2006, and nothing seemed to have 
changed. 

__________ 


