CHAPTER TWO

CHECKPOINTS


I do not love the bright sword for its sharpness, nor the arrow for its swiftness, nor the warrior for his glory.  I love only that which they defend.--Faramir

As the war slowly progressed, food supplies gradually diminished.  By 1944, they were practically non-existent.  A combination of events resulted in this phenomenon.  First, the Germans had the highest priority.  They would simply commandeer whole herds of beef cattle for the war effort.  Farmers harvested fruits, vegetables, and grains, immediately taking them to wholesale warehouses where the Wehrmacht would confiscate them.  

Second, fields and pastureland became unusable for agriculture.  Farmers deliberately flooded their fields in acts of defiance to deny their use.  Too, the German anti-aircraft artillery units used large pastureland to set up their guns.  By late 1943, it was not uncommon to see hundreds of haystacks in a pasture, each hiding a German anti-aircraft artillery piece. 

A third reason for the food shortages was the German penchant for laying land mines.  Farmers and ordinary people who had access to plots of land were afraid to work them for fear that the areas were mined.


By the midpoint of the war, rationing of food was commonplace and each family received its allotted number of ration stamps for a given month.  However, if no food were available, as was often the case, all the stamps in the world would not matter.  

Infrequently, Mama would hear that beef would be available at the regional slaughterhouse.  “Let’s go to the slaughterhouse tomorrow early,” she would say, and we would leave our home in the darkness of the night.  I would ride on the back of her bicycle, and we would stand in line for hours in hopes of gaining a small scrap of meat or a soup bone.  Then we would make the return journey through various checkpoints where she risked having to “donate” the goods to the checkpoint operator, who was also hungry.


My parents had befriended a farming family in Hedel, just north and not far from Den Bos.  I spent considerable time in the summer of 1943 with them as they also had a son my age.  This farmer had a herd of milk cows and a cherry orchard.  The railroad right-of-way came right through one of his pastures, so it was also close to the railroad station serving his village.  We could reach his farm either by train or by bicycle.  In either case, we would have to cross the river Meuse.


The home was a typical nineteenth century farmhouse with a thatched roof.  White sand lay sprinkled on the floor and the kitchen had a hand pump--the only indoor source of water.  Its occupants were typical nineteenth century farmers living in the mid-twentieth century.  They were extraordinarily nice people who were prepared to give everything they owned to help less fortunate folks.  

Also typical was the large family size.  Devoutly Catholic, the woman would have a new baby each year.  There must have been at least twelve members in that family, including mother and father. 


During that year’s cherry season, I stayed at that farm for two weeks.  My parents thought the farm atmosphere and the food the woman cooked would be good for me.  The food was good and there seemed to be plenty of it.  I enjoyed that part.  What I didn’t enjoy was the sleeping arrangements.  

There were no bedrooms, per se; rather, there were bedsteads--tiny enclaves or niches within the walls of the farmhouse--very much in vogue during the nineteenth century and earlier.  I had been assigned such a niche in an area adjoining the main farmhouse and the cattle stalls where the milking took place.  The area was completely enclosed and covered so that it was warm enough; however, the odor emanating from the cattle area would take one’s breath away.  

Opposite my bedstead were the communal toilets--an old fashioned two-holer that stank to high heaven.  I hated to go in there but had no choice.  “Isn’t there any toilet paper?” I inquired of my friend, Rinus.

“No,” answered Rinus matter-of-factly, “we never use toilet paper.” 

Having learned that, I confiscated a sheet of newsprint and hid it in my bedstead for future use.


Even worse than the rank odor, were the snails.  These were the large, red variety that carries its shells on their backs.  They were up to three inches in length and as big around as a finger.  They would come out at night when it was dark and slither across the floor.  More than once did I step on them, as I had to make a trip to the toilet.  As I walked, their slimy bodies squished between my toes and would stick to the bottom of my feet.  How I hated that!


Rinus and I played together in the cherry orchard while the crews went about their business of picking and sorting cherries on the spot, putting them in crates and loading them onto a horse-drawn wagon for transport to the agriculture wholesale warehouse nearby.  By day’s end, having eaten more than my share of cherries, the wagon was fully loaded.  Rinus and I, riding shotgun, accompanied the farmer to the warehouse.


It was on a dusty, unpaved path, little more than two ruts in the sand, leading to the warehouse when I suddenly noticed a trail of blood droplets on the ground.  “Look!” I called out.  

“Yes,” said the farmer. “There was an incident here yesterday.”

“What happened?”

“The Germans set up a checkpoint here and the soldier killed one of my neighbors.”  

The horse, pulling the mortally wounded farmer’s wagon, had continued its fateful journey to the warehouse while the farmer lay dying.  


With considerable anxiety, Rinus and I looked around for telltale signs of a checkpoint.  There were none to be seen and we continued the trip to the warehouse.  There, we unloaded the wagon and returned late that evening to the farmhouse where the cows were being milked for the second time that day.


Typically, German soldiers or NSB sympathizers operated the railroad checkpoints.  Sometimes, if one were lucky, an ordinary Dutch citizen, ordered to accomplish this task, would check, far less zealously, for contraband.  Only the Gestapo (Geheime Staatspolizei) (German Secret Police) took these checkpoints, and similar harassment methods, seriously.  German soldiers, with an occasional exception, treated the Dutch population fairly well.  NSBers, because they were Dutch to begin with, did the same.  Generally speaking, their only mistake was to have been sympathetic with and thrown in their lot to the wrong side.  However, the Gestapo, like the SS, composed of fanatic Nazis, often meted out cruel and unusual punishment for no apparent reason.  One had to pay particular attention to avoid evoking their wrath.  

When Papa came to take me home after a fortnight, he, of course, wanted to take some cherries too.  This was a tricky proposition because of the checkpoints at every railway station.  


At the railway stations, passengers would queue up at the checkpoint and, each in his turn would be asked to declare if he had contraband, including foodstuffs.  Depending on who the checkpoint operator was, he might inspect bags and search passengers.  If found in possession of contraband, detention was a distinct possibility.  During the cherry season, the checkpoint operator would allow passengers to continue their journey, on condition they leave the cherries behind.  We all knew the scenario very well at this time of the war.


The trick was to outsmart the checker.  As the containers provided for confiscated cherries quickly filled up, the checkpoint operator would take the full crates to a designated place and return with a new, empty container.  If the checker were a Dutchman, he would take his time about this and provide an opportunity for the passengers lucky enough to be in line at that point to go through the checkpoint without being noticed.  On the other hand, if the checker were a Gestapo agent, the operation would be highly organized--indeed there might be several checkers, with the Gestapo agent in charge--and the chances of slipping through were rather slim.  


Carrying a shopping bag full of cherries, Papa and I approached the railway checkpoint and took our places in the line that had formed there.  “Stay here a minute,” he told me.


I did, of course, keeping an eye on the bag in front of me.  Papa, in the meantime, surveyed the line ahead of us.  Noting that the checker was probably a Dutchman, he spoke to two or three people ahead of him.


“I calculate that the box will probably be full when we reach the checkpoint,” he said.  “It will give us a chance to slip through.  My son and I have a bag full of cherries.  If you let us in line here, I’ll share with you.”


The people agreed and Papa called me.  I picked up the bag which was probably heavier than it should have been, and joined him in the line.  


The passengers ahead of us dutifully deposited their cherries in the container, and when full the operator took it away.  As planned, the next several passengers made their way through the checkpoint--bags of cherries intact.

On board the train, we shared our cherries with those willing to take the risk of subterfuge.  Then there were always the jabs at the checkpoint operators who had fallen for the ploy.


At the other end, much the same scenario played out.  Papa had an advantage because of his status as a railroad worker.  Role playing an official task, he could avoid going through the checkpoint at destinations by hiding the bags of cherries in an office which he entered from within the station itself.  He would return later, entering the office from outside the station, to retrieve them.  Of course, had he been discovered, dire consequences would have resulted.  

These were calculated risks taken by many who were not intimidated by the Nazi regime but who took opportunities to make life for the Nazis a bit less comfortable.  I should point out that it took considerable research on the part of the people involved in this deception to determine the Nazi modus operandi.  One did not just do these things without first “casing the joint.”  If anything, the Nazis were completely predictable.


To help make ends meet during the war, Mama might spend a day with this same family darning socks in exchange for some food.  Such was the case in the autumn of 1943 when she received a whole chicken for her efforts.  It was late in the afternoon, and time to make the relatively short journey back to our home in Den Bos.


We had bicycled to the farm that morning, crossing the Meuse on a ferryboat.  Lest the reader picture a modern ferryboat, a brief explanation is in order.  

The boat was not much larger than a rowboat.  Its capacity was no more than six persons and two bicycles and/or a number of packages.  The boat owner, in an effort to earn a living, had secured a long cable to a sturdy tree on both river embankments close to a bicycle path.  He had fed the cable through a notch in what looked like a ping pong paddle.  Then, walking the length of the boat, and holding the paddle in such a way that it caught on the cable, pulled the boat to the other side.  Before he started a trip, he would first check to see if a riverboat was approaching.  If so, he would loosen the cable, drop it into the water until the riverboat had crossed it, and then pull the cable taut.  The trip took fifteen or twenty minutes but it saved much time since we didn’t have to go the long way around by means of the vehicular bridge.


We wrapped the chicken as a valuable package in paper (the same kind of paper I had hidden in my bedstead). It was entrusted to me to hide beneath my coat as I rode on the back of Mama’s bicycle.  We crossed the Meuse via the ferry and, at a known checkpoint, the operator ordered us to halt, asking my mother the usual question.

“Where have you been?”  The checker was a Dutchman.

“To see my friend on the other side,” she said, pointing to the far side of the Meuse.

“Do you have anything to declare?”

“No.  As you can see, I just have my son.”

“Good,” he said.  “You can go.”

As Mama pedaled away, I turned around.  In a taunting voice, I said, “Ha ha, you didn’t find the chicken.”


Mama, red-faced, stopped her bicycle as if she expected to be arrested on the spot.  Turning, she saw the checker looking at us and then break into a grin.  “Go!” he said.  

That night, as she related the events to my father, I became aware of the potential serious consequences of my faux pas.

Since so much of the Netherlands lies below sea level, the railroad right-of ways are built up on levees known as spoordijken (rail dikes).  These typically are as much as seven to ten meters above the natural elevation of the surrounding terrain.  To visualize such a site, the reader might picture a pasture at the low point, then a steep incline at 30 degrees seven to ten meters to the top of the levee, and then a double or triple set of railroad tracks on top. Railroaders, who lived and worked nearby, constantly maintained these levees, which were subject to erosion because of the heavy rains in Holland.  Many of these workers planted vegetables on these steep inclines and maintained their personal vegetable gardens there.  It was an ideal situation for them.  The land was free as long as they maintained it.  

Through the barter system, where worker A might grow potatoes, and worker B might grow cabbage, and worker C might grow beets or carrots, many people maintaining such a garden could survive an entire year on the food grown under these conditions.


As the German army started to suffer defeats and this became known among the Dutch citizenry, it emboldened the underground.  Its members started to perform more and more acts of sabotage.  Railroad workers, many of whom were members of the resistance movement in Holland, had favorite targets.  They knew when a German train was scheduled to come their way and would sabotage the tracks just ahead of it; thereby derailing and destroying, or at least delaying the train.


To prevent access to the right-of-way except at monitored checkpoints, the Germans forbade the use of the levees for gardening, and to enforce this edict, laid thousands of land mines in these areas.  During the course of the war, hundreds of civilians lost their lives and limbs to these mines.  After the liberation, and, indeed, after the war, hundreds more were maimed or killed as a result of mine-clearing operations.


Workers charged with maintaining the right-of-way could only gain access at approved and monitored checkpoints--usually at railroad crossings where the right-of-way intersected a road.  Typically, crossing guards had the responsibility of lowering and raising the barriers whenever a train approached.  A bell or other signal would alert the guard a train was approaching, and he would lower the barriers.  The railroad company provided a small house at the crossing where the guard lived with his family.  Here too, the guard made use of the surrounding ground for his own vegetable garden.


In the course of Papa’s work, he befriended many of these crossing guard families.  He would, for example, be called to repair an overhead line problem somewhere along the rail right-of-way.  After making the necessary repairs, he might stop at one of those crossing guard locations for a cup of coffee or a lunch.  

On one such trip, he stopped at the crossing guard’s house.  The wife and several children had obviously been crying and Papa asked, “What’s wrong?”

“Come,” said the wife, taking my father outside.  There she showed him the remains of her husband, which were lying against a fence.  “He wanted to pick some vegetables.  He stepped on a mine.  I don’t dare to go out there to remove the body,” she said, sobbing.


 Events, such as these, became commonplace in Holland so that by late 1943 and early 1944, there was considerable reluctance on the part of the general population to do anything other than their normal day-to-day activities.  Only the kids, who didn’t know better, could be adventuresome.
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