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Chapter 4. School Years 

Elementary School 
My teachers in elementary school 
were juffrouw Oostra in grade 2, 
meester van Loo in grades 3 and 
4, and meester van Os in grades 5 
and 6. In my head I carry pictures 
of the male teachers, but not of 
the lady in grade 2. Halfway 
through grade 4, I was transferred 
to grade 5, the grade that Bertha 
was in at that point. For about 
a year and half, therefore, she 
and I were in the same class. 
To catch up with the rest of 
the class, I had to make up 
at least some arithmetic. To 
accomplish that, I rode my 
bike over to the house of 
meester van Os a number of 
times on Saturdays, for extra 
tutoring, and for checking 
up on the assignments that I 
had to complete. He lived 
close to the van Doesburgs, 
or about 1 kilometer from 
our home. What I remember 
best from those trips is that 
it was miserably cold sometimes, especially with the short pants I usually wore. 
We always walked to school, about 1.5 km and 20 to 30 minutes each way. 
According to Bertha, we sometimes stopped along the way to warm up in the little 
place where the spoorwachter (railway crossing guard) spent his working days 
making sure that the spoorbomen (gates) came down when a train was about to 
pass, on its way to or from Rhenen, through the trench we referred to as spoorgat 
(literally, train hole). In later years, the train tracks were taken out and replaced by a 
road, though recent pictures show that a set of tracks has been put in again, parallel 
to the road. 
We always took a lunch along to school, of course, at least food but no drink. This 
was well before the invention of small milk or juice cartons that could be included 
in a lunch bag. What I do remember is that Mother used to make hoofdkaas 
(headcheese) after our resident pig was butchered in the fall and that sometimes that 
stuff was put on our sandwiches. Headcheese was, in my humble judgment, totally 
disgusting, and something I simply could not eat without gagging. As a 
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consequence, those sandwiches or at least their contents got tossed over a hedge 
somewhere on a regular basis. 
I can visualize vaguely what the school playground was like, but I have no 
recollection at all of what we did there. I don’t think I was the social type very much 
in any case, and I was undoubtedly smaller than many of my classmates, so that did 
not help much. 

 

 
 

Bertha and Billʼs grade 6 class, with meester van Os 

 
What I remember better is the new asphalt and tar that was used to resurface the 
street by our house every few years and that caused painful burning on the skin 
when it got on there. Which, of course, it did, because the street is what we walked 
on to and from school and what we played and fooled around on at other times, 
especially at times when the re-tarring was done. 
 
High School 
I finished elementary school in the summer of 1943 and, at the tender age of 10, my 
parents enrolled me in the Christelijk Lyceum, a Christian secondary school with 
four streams of five- and six-year programs that resembled a combination of six 
years of a Canadian junior and senior high school. The five-year ‘HBS-B’ stream I 
was put in emphasized the science side of things while the ‘HBS-A’ stream included 
business-related courses instead of the sciences and had extra emphasis on foreign 
languages. The six-year ‘A’ and ‘B’ streams in the Gymnasium part of the school 
had parallel programs that included Latin and Greek as well.  
The school was in Arnhem, 20 kilometers east of where we lived. It was the nearest 
Christian high school at the time, and it was the type of school that was important to 
my parents. Because of the distance, however, my parents found me a boarding 
place in the home of a schoolteacher in Oosterbeek, a small town just west of 
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Arnhem. From there I rode the streetcar back and forth to school, about 5 km each 
way.  
I do not have a lot of happy memories of my high school years, partly because of 
the complicated travel and boarding arrangements, but also because I was nearly 
two years younger than my classmates. Early Monday morning, before anyone else 
was up, Mother would make me breakfast and I would ride my bike to Rhenen, park 
it by a house near the bus stop, and get on the bus to Arnhem. School ended at noon 
on Saturday and I would make the return trip in about the same way. I would not get 
home until some time after 1 o’clock and, therefore, I did not get to spend a lot of 
time at home with family members during the school year. It helped a little that the 
high school year was 10 months long; the summer break for me, therefore, had 
increased from one month to two months. 
The people I boarded with in Oosterbeek (Wim and Toos van den Berg, Oom Wim 
and Tante Toos to me), were nice enough but it was not at all like home. One of the 
first nights there I had to get up to pee and I had no idea how to find the toilet 
downstairs, so I walked over to the window and peed out the window. I think the 
landlady or her company heard something but I don’t even remember what followed 
after. All I know is that I did not do it again. 
There were no other children in the house but there were three other houseguests, 
two men and a woman, the wife of one of the men. I can still picture the two men in 
my mind. The couple was almost certainly Jewish (short, dark-skinned, black hair). 
The other male was taller and, when my hosts asked me how old I thought he was, I 
remember saying “about 40”. I now think he probably was no more than 25 at the 
most, but no one bothered to correct my estimate at the time. I am certain that all 
three were hiding from the German occupying forces, and I was not to know 
anything that might give them away. 
I was a scrawny kid, and on Monday morning my mother would give me five eggs 
to take along to my boarding house so I could have a beaten raw egg—probably 
with some sugar in it—every morning, presumably to help me grow. My hosts were 
not so well supplied with food at the time. I don’t remember how I transported those 
eggs on Monday mornings but I do know that they always arrived at their 
destination intact. Perhaps I took the bus from Rhenen to Oosterbeek, walked a few 
blocks to my boarding place, and then walked back and took the streetcar to school. 
When I drove through Oosterbeek during a visit to Holland in 1987, I tried to find 
the house I had lived in but I was not successful. I do know that across the street 
from it was the train track in what I remember as a deep gully. 
One of my classmates, Bab Jonker, lived nearby and he and I spent some time 
together every once in a while. One such time we were sitting in the grass near the 
top of the train track gully when a train with German soldiers went by. We yelled at 
them or made annoying gestures, or maybe we just waved. In any case, we suddenly 
heard what we thought was a gun shot, and that scared us enough to stop whatever 
we were doing and take off.  
During that same year I had piano lessons for about six months from a lady just 
down the street from my boarding place, and I learned the rudiments of reading 
notes and finding them on the keyboard. I got no enjoyment at all from the lessons 
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at the time, but later in life I was glad that I had learned as much as I did. I assume 
that my hosts had a piano for me to practice on. At home we had no piano but we 
did have a reed or pump organ on which Bertha would faithfully practice her organ 
lessons.  
After the war ended in 1945 and our family had returned to Achterberg from our 
evacuation stay in Terschuur, I went back to school. This time, Dad had found a 
new boarding place for me in Arnhem itself, and I travelled back and forth by bus as 
before, on Monday mornings and Saturday afternoons. I spent the first few weeks in 
the home of Mr. Keimpe Keuning, French teacher at the school, and then moved in 
with the Loos family for the rest of the year. Mr. Remmelt Loos taught geography at 
the school I attended. The school program for year 2 had simply vanished with the 
war-time evacuation period, during which everyone from Arnhem also had moved 
out, and I suddenly found myself in year 3. All students, therefore, missed a chunk 
of schooling completely but we were blissfully unaware of what we had missed. 
In the Loos family there was a son, Jan, a year or so younger than me, and a 
daughter Tineke, older than me. At 13, I was too young to be interested in girls, 
however, and I did not pay much attention to her. Jan Loos and I had lots of fun 
together. The Loos home was very close to the paratroop landing area from 
September 1944 and Jan and I enjoyed playing with the live ammunition that was 
lying around almost everywhere. We would take a live rifle shell, remove the bullet 
part by bending it in a crack in the sidewalk, pull out some strands of the spaghetti-
like cordite, hold a match to it, and hear it go ‘poof’. Then we would take the empty 
shell, set it on a post or in a crack in the sidewalk, and hit it with a hammer to 
explode the cap with a loud bang. That sport came to a sudden halt when the metal 
cover from an exploding cap hit me in the face just above my upper lip and my 
hosts had to take me to a doctor to get it taken out. It could have been an eye, of 
course. I did not bother telling my parents about the incident but they did hear of it, 
of course, from my host parents. Little was said about it, but they did let me know 
that they were aware of what had happened. It scared me enough that I never did it 
again. 
Other memories of my stay in the Loos family home include having the entire 
family cooped up in the one room in the house that was comfortably warm during 
the winter—probably the room Mr. Loos used as his study—and hearing him 
complain about my sniffling when I had a cold. Once I managed to spill ink on the 
cloth cover of the small table in my bedroom, and promptly hid the cover in the 
closet—that was soon discovered by Mrs. Loos and, of course, I had to confess.  
During my stay with the Loos family or during my earlier stay Oosterbeek, I learned 
to eat using both knife and fork, something I was not used to in our home in 
Achterberg but that stood me in good stead in later life. One of the foods at their 
house was yoghurt, natural and very sour, and very new to me. I did learn to like it 
eventually, especially with some sugar or applesauce to soften the sour edge. 
Another new food I was exposed to was melon. The first time I had it I ate enough 
of it to make me sick and for a long time afterwards I could hardly stand it. 
For my fourth year of high school—actually my third year in the school but year 4 
in the program—I slept at home and traveled back and forth each school day. It 
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meant getting up early, taking a local bus to the train station or riding my bike there 
in the dark (about a half-hour ride), taking the train, along with half a dozen others 
from the area near there, and then walking about 10 minutes from the Arnhem train 
station to school. The bike I had was something special, with fat tires that made it 
very hard to pedal. I rode sort-of cross-country for a short distance, and then on a 
gravel path alongside the railroad track. I have no idea whether that was officially 
allowed or not, but I never asked and I was never stopped. I also never saw a train 
go by during my rides so it was all quite safe. In any case, the school days got pretty 
long, but at least I was home with the rest of the family for supper and evenings 
every day, not counting the time I had to spend doing homework. One of those 
times I was supposed to write an essay on idealism, of all things. A challenging 
topic for a 14-year-old, I thought later. I was pretty much at a loss as to what to 
write, so Dad gave me some ideas and some source materials and then woke me up 
at 4 in the morning to start writing! The assignment got done. 
During my final high school year I boarded with an older couple in Arnhem, the 
Zwaanevelds. I assume that they may have had grown children but I never saw them 
and never heard about them. They were nice enough people but I did not really 
relate well to them at all. They had a room for me on the second floor of the house 
(that entire floor was theirs), they fed me and sometimes talked to me, but I spent 
most of my time in my room, faithfully doing my homework, of course. Once I saw 
a little book in the living room that dealt with sex issues. I started looking at it (it 
was all new to me!) but when Mr. Zwaaneveld saw what I was doing he told me I 
was too young for that, and I was not allowed to read it. Clearly a missed 
opportunity for my education at age 15. 
The fact that I was about two years younger than the rest of my classmates was not 
real helpful for my social life, such as it was. The class I was in had mostly boys, 
and just three girls. My classmates would sometimes talk about girls, but most of 
the time I did not know or care what they were talking about. 
During my high school days we had occasional ‘school concerts’, some of which 
consisted of a musician demonstrating the playing of a musical instrument. One 
such concert I remember featured an oboe player, and the thing I remember about it 
was that this man demonstrated how he could play a single note continuously as 
long as he wanted, all the while breathing also. I found it amazing. 
We had some physical education classes—there were no organized sports 
programs—but I don’t remember what we did during those periods. What we did 
have was an opportunity to go to the local swimming pool and learn to swim. And I 
did learn to swim the breaststroke. Diving off the side of the pool was something I 
was afraid to do for a long time but I did finally manage it, albeit not very 
gracefully. I don’t think I ever got up the courage to dive off the diving board. 
During one period at the pool I had a bad scare when one of my classmates pushed 
me under water and held me there for a while. All my classmates were older and 
bigger than me and there seemed to be nothing I could do. The feeling of panic was 
terrible and is still very clear in my memory. 
An embarrassing classroom incident involved Mr. Sipko Bosch, our art teacher. Art 
was not my strong suit at the best of times, especially when it involved drawing a 
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vase with lots of curves. Straight lines I could manage fine, but anything with 
curves was difficult. In any case, during one particular period I thought Mr. Bosch 
had left the room and I shouted (not too loud probably, and from the back of the 
room where I had my seat), “Goodbye, Mr. Sipko”. Then, of course, I saw him still 
standing at the front of the classroom! I was suitably embarrassed, but all that 
happened was that he came to my desk and quietly asked if I was not a little bit 
ashamed. I was, of course, and that closed the case. 
A lady teacher we had for Dutch literature had a tough time in our class. Some of 
my classmates were quite hard on her and she did not seem able to deal with that, so 
much so that I don’t think she lasted the year, and we certainly did not see her again 
the following year. None of the other teachers had any discipline problems that I 
can recall. I remember the names of some of them, such as Krans (algebra, 
trigonometry) and Blok (German), both with doctoral degrees, and in my memory I 
can still find images of what most of them looked like, including the tall and 
intimidating-looking principal (Aalders). I was a very shy kid in school and I did 
not ever have direct personal contact with any of my teachers. Almost certainly 
there was also much more distance between teachers and students in my time at 
school than there is in today’s high schools.  
In the summer of 1948 I graduated from high school, after writing my 
‘departmental’ final exams and going through brief oral examinations in French, 
English, and German, mostly based on one or two books I had read in each of those 
languages. Dad was scheduled to take me to the Saturday graduation ceremony, 
such as it was, where I was to receive my diploma. He was late coming back from 
his weekly buying trip to the grain exchange that day and, when we finally got to 
the school, the only thing I remember happening is that we walked past a desk 
where the school principal and some other people sat and that I was given my 
diploma. It was not an exciting experience. 
When I drove past the school building many years later, the building was still there 
but its name had changed to Arentheem College. I looked for information about the 
school on Google recently and found that it had expanded from its earlier university 
preparation emphasis to a broader range of secondary education opportunities, at 
four separate locations in Arnhem. I saw no reference to ‘Christian’ when I looked 
at several of its web pages. The years clearly have brought big changes there also. 
 
Post-high school  
In the summer of 1948, Dad signed me up for a course in shorthand which I 
followed faithfully, riding my bike to a teacher’s house 10 kilometers away and 
learning to do all this with Dutch. Useless for English as it turned out, but how was 
I to know that at the time? 
Dad’s plan for me—about which my opinion was not asked—was that I would 
attend the Agricultural University in nearby Wageningen, with the probable 
expectation that I would join him in the business upon graduation. The plan for 
George was that he should become a veterinarian who also could serve usefully in 
an expanded business operation. For Bertha, consistent with prevailing views of that 
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time, but unfortunate for her, there seemed to be no such advanced education plan 
other than learning to be a good housekeeper.  
In any case, one day Dad and I made our way to the university in Wageningen, 
where we were promptly informed that, at 15, I was too young to start university. 
That door was closed, therefore, and Dad then made arrangements for me to attend 
the Rijks Landbouw Winter School (Government Agricultural Winter School) in 
Utrecht. I think that the school offered one- and two-year programs, depending on 
the level of previous schooling of the students. The certificate I received after my 
one year at the school states that I was there as a toehoorder (auditor), something I 
did not realize at he time or simply do not remember. 

The time I spent there was not the happiest school time 
for me. First of all, it involved a 2-kilometer bike ride 
and a 35-kilometer bus ride each way every day. The 
first day on the bus was a bad start, because I became 
car-sick and ended up trying to puke out the window, so 
that was not good at all. The bus may have carried barf 
bags, but I did not know about such things. Also, some 
of the stuff we were taught, such as math and chemistry, 
I already knew, and much of the other material did not 
hold my interest very well. I am not sure whether my 
parents already had plans for emigration at the time or if 
it was simply a way of filling a year for me that might 
make it possible for me to go the university in 

Wageningen the following year. We children were not asked about our educational 
preferences—those decisions were made for us by our parents. 
A memorable negative experience occurred when Mr. Stoker, chemistry teacher, 
chose to dump some butyric acid on my jacket, apparently because I did not want to 
smell the bottle with which he walked through the room. I already knew that rotten 
smell, as in rancid butter. At home I tried desperately to get rid of the smell but it 
proved impossible. For days, people sitting behind me on the bus to and from school 
sniffed it and wondered what I had done. On a positive note, I did learn some 
practical and other things about soil, including the ‘proper’ way to dig up a 
vegetable garden in the fall. 

__________ 

 

  From Billʼs bus pass 1948 


