In the Shadows of the Sea: the Destruction and Recovery of Zeeland, the
Netherlands, 1940-1948

by

Kirk W. Goodlet

A thesis
presented to the University of Waterloo
in the fulfillment of the
thesis requirement for the degree of
Doctor of Philosophy
in
History

Waterloo, Ontario, Canada, 2014

© Kirk W. Goodlet 2014



DECLARATION
I hereby declare that I am the sole author of this thesis. This is a true copy of the

thesis, including any required final revisions, as accepted by my examiners. I understand
that my thesis may be made electronically available to the public.

ii



ABSTRACT

In the Shadow of the Sea: the Destruction and Recovery of Zeeland, the Netherlands,
1940-1948

This study explores the wartime experiences of the rural Dutch province of
Zeeland from the German invasion in May 1940 to 1948 by a close reading of Dutch
newspapers as well as Dutch government and Allied sources. It seeks to contextualize the
liberation of Zeeland in the autumn of 1944 by exploring both before and after the
Second World War. It argues that the subdued reaction the Canadians received was a
product of a very different understanding of the war for the citizens of Zeeland. Their
experience was above all driven by geography, topography, confessionalism, as well as a
very complex and unusual understanding of a war that dated back to 1914. Zeeland’s
experience of neutrality during the First World War, as well as government responses to
the post-war era and Depression of the 1930s created a precedent with which many would
compare the experience of war a generation later. In many ways, the German occupation
of Zeeland after May 1940 resembled the experience of neutrality after the outbreak of
war in 1914. In both instances, the province was touched by war, but remained isolated
by its economy, politics, and, culture. In that sense, the idea of liberation in the fall of
1944 had a very different meaning, especially with the Allies’ flooding and sinking of
Walcheren Island in early October. That event brought an unprecedented level of
destruction that framed the local response to liberation, which lasted well beyond the
conventional end of the war in 1945.
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INTRODUCTION

“The water came with a speed and force that they had not believed possible. After
all, the dikes had always been around the island; no one could imagine their ever giving
way,” wrote Dutch novelist A. den Doolaard in his 1948 book Roll Back the Sea.' In it,
den Doolaard described life on the island of Walcheren in autumn 1944. His version of
the events of October 1944 said nothing of the joys of liberation, for the world in which
den Doolaard inhabited had effectively been swept away by the sea. He recounted almost
nothing about either the German occupation, or Allied liberation. Flooding and water
took center stage. The war was peripheral.

All of this is very curious when many Canadian accounts of liberation in the
Netherlands, and elsewhere in Europe, celebrate the valiant efforts of Allied soldiers, and
depict almost without exception Dutch women climbing onto vehicles and showering
Allied soldiers with kisses.”> While this might be true for some parts of the Netherlands, it
is not representative of the liberation experience for the entire country. Some Canadians
noted the subdued reception they received when they crossed the Belgian border into the
westernmost province of Zeeland. Reflecting on crossing into Zeeland in autumn 1944,
Brigadier N.E. Rodger of 2 Canadian Corps noted that “the contrast with the flag-waving,

bouquet-throwing, cheering dash across France from Normandy must have been pretty

' A. den Doolaard, Roll Back the Sea trans. Barrows Mussey (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1948), 32.
2 See for example official fact sheets provided by Veterans Affairs Canada, “The Liberation of the
Netherlands,” accessed 10 June 2014 http://www.veterans.gc.ca/eng/remembrance/history/second-world-
war/liberation-netherlands




tough for [the Canadians].”

To what exactly was Rodger referring and how was the
reaction to liberation any different across northwest Europe?

This study explores the wartime experiences of the rural Dutch province of
Zeeland from the German invasion in May 1940 to 1948 by a close reading of Dutch
newspapers as well as Dutch government and Allied sources. It seeks to contextualize the
liberation of Zeeland in the autumn of 1944 by exploring both before and after the
Second World War. This study argues that the subdued reaction the Canadians received
was a product of a very different understanding of the war for the citizens of Zeeland.
Their experience was above all driven by geography, topography, confessionalism, as
well as a very complex and unusual understanding of a war that dated back to 1914.
Zeeland’s experience of neutrality during the First World War, as well as government
responses to the post-war era and Depression of the 1930s created a precedent with which
many would compare the experience of war a generation later. In many ways, the
German occupation of Zeeland after May 1940 resembled the experience of neutrality
after the outbreak of war in 1914. In both instances, the province was touched by war, but
remained isolated by its economy, politics, and, culture. In that sense, the idea of
liberation in the fall of 1944 had a very different meaning, especially with the Allies’
flooding and sinking of Walcheren Island in early October. That event brought an
unprecedented level of destruction that framed the local response to liberation, which
lasted well beyond the conventional end of the war in 1945.

The time frame of the study goes well beyond the beginning and the end of the

Second World War. For Canadian historians, 1945 marked the end to Canadian military

3 Canadian Military Headquarters (CMHQ) Historical Report No. 154, “Clearing the Scheldt Estuary and
Opening the Port of Antwerp: Operations of First Canadian Army in North-West Europe, 1 Oct- 8 Nov
1944 (Preliminary Report)” p. 10.



involvement and thus the end of the Second World War. Canada’s official historian, C.P.
Stacey devoted less than one page to Civil Affairs and its role in the post-war world.* The
same trend can be found in popular histories written by journalist-cum-historian Mark
Zuehlke and historian Michiel Horn.” However, when approached from a European
perspective, the periodization of the war is not so clear. Reconstruction and recovery
efforts, the corollary of war, lasted well into the 1950s.

Only recently have a few non-Canadian historians begun to appreciate the
complexity of post-war recovery in Europe.® Tony Judt undertook the monumental task
of examining the European continent from 1945 to the late 1990s. Although the majority
of the book is not germane to this study, Judt first traversed time and space to show how
occupation and liberation had considerably affected the immediate post-war period,
particularly as governments from the English Channel to the steppes of Asia sought to
rehabilitate their people and economies. His third chapter identified some of the
challenges to physical and economic rehabilitation, such as de-nazifying local and
national governments. Central to his book is the idea that while 1945 certainly marked
the end of the war, in practice it meant very little for governments seeking to rehabilitate
their states. In other words, he underscored the importance of political, economic, and
cultural developments following the war and how the post-war era shaped European

identities well into the 1990s. While 1945 witnessed the end of unprecedented death and

* C.P. Stacey, Official History of the Canadian Army in the Second World War, Vol. I The Victory
Campaign: Operations in Northwest Europe, 1944-1945 (Ottawa: Queen’s Printer, 1960), 638.

> See for example, Mark Zuehlke’s Holding Juno: Canada’s Heroic Defence of the D-Day Beaches
(Toronto: Douglas & Mclntrye, 2005); David Kaufman & Michiel Horn, 4 Liberation Album: Canadians
in the Netherlands, 1944-1945 (Toronto: McGraw-Hill Ryerson, 1980).

® The two major studies are Tony Judt’s Postwar: A History of Europe Since 1945 (London: Penguin
Books, 2005) and Keith Lowe’s Savage Continent: Europe in the Aftermath of World War II (New York:
Picador, 2012).



destruction, it did not begin with immediate prosperity.” Keith Lowe has also tried to
encapsulate many of the same challenges facing European governments following the
defeat of Nazi Germany, paying particular attention to the themes of vengeance and
ethnic cleansing in Eastern Europe.® Using his father’s experience in Nazi-occupied
Utrecht, journalist [an Buruma has contributed to this literature by interweaving his
family’s history into the broader context of destruction and post-war reconstruction in
Europe. His book looked at how European societies or “civilizations” are put back
together following such monumental change. Yet here, too, Buruma adopts the
conventional periodization of the war, one in which 1945 remains an historical
watershed.” By contrast, the year 1945 is largely devoid of significance for the province
of Zeeland. These are all valuable themes, many of which appear throughout the present
study. To say that the province of Zeeland was deeply affected by post-war era politics on
a national and international scale is to state the obvious. However, the pace at which
rehabilitation and recovery could continue depended a great deal on national Dutch
politics, as well as those of the Allied nations—both during and after the Second World
War. In this way, my work seeks to resituate the chronology of liberation and
reconstruction by exploring long-term continuity and change during the first half of the
twentieth century in Zeeland.

This study contributes to the existing literature on post-war life in Europe. It
argues that while the population of Zeeland endured a lengthy occupation under the Nazi
regime, a violent liberation, and massive destruction as a result of Allied and German

operations, it proved accommodating to each phase of its wartime experience with a stoic

7 Judt, Postwar: A History of Europe Since 1945, 63ff.
¥ Lowe, Savage Continent: Europe in the Aftermath of World War II, 94.
? lan Buruma, Year Zero: A History of 1945 (New York: The Penguin Press, 2013), 7.



and pragmatic commitment to survival, recovery, and regeneration. Furthermore, I argue
that of all the political, economic, and cultural challenges the Zeeuwen faced during the
first half of the twentieth century, Allied liberation was the most destructive and costly. It
left an even more indelible print on the province than did Nazi occupation. Exploring the
province’s experiences from 1900 to 1947 helps highlight this point. In both First and
Second World Wars, many in the province emphasized the economic challenges of war
as well as maintaining a distinct Dutch identity grounded in a communal and bureaucratic
culture. There were many parallels in the experiences of the province during these
decades. This manifested in various ways in 1919 and 1946. Following the Great War in
1919, Zeeland fought off Belgian efforts to annex part of the province, while in 1946 the
Dutch government sought to reclaim the Dutch empire and restore its pre-war
international prestige. Additionally, the ways in which governments controlled and
influenced the province during the Great War often resembled the benign occupation the
Nazis imposed during the early 1940s. Exploring the economic pressures in the province
during the Great War and the 1930s shows how German construction projects and other
initiatives worked to assuage the financial troubles of the Depression and provided a
certain degree of security for civilians in Zeeland. In other words, I argue that Zeeland’s
negotiation with the twentieth century was a complicated process. Aside from
maintaining a precarious neutral position during the Great War and governmental
measures to alleviate the worst effects of the Depression in the 1930s, Zeeland had but
few reference points with which to understand the upcoming occupation when the

German army invaded in May 1940. This study, therefore, deals with an important and



pointed question: was it Nazi occupation or Allied liberation that really marked the
breaking point in this region’s modern history?

All of these events have had profound consequences on how the people of this
region have come to remember the war. The memory of war, occupation, and liberation
in Zeeland is not a collective one, but rather communalized over the various islands that
make up the province. This communalization varies a great deal from one town to the
next, and often diverges from the liberation narrative upheld by the Dutch government,
one centered on the spring of 1945. In at least one museum that this study explores,
Allied liberation in 1944 was the first time during the twentieth century that the Zeeuwen
became victims on a large scale. This diversity in memory corresponds to the uneven
contours of the liberation process.

This study also suggests that reconstruction in Zeeland was particularly
challenging for both Dutch and Allied authorities. The Netherlands lacked a collective
reference point in their memory related to war and reconstruction, while France and
Belgium had experienced the destructive nature of modern warfare from 1914 to 1918.
Their neutral status meant that the Netherlands navigated and evaded the most destructive
period in modern European history. Because of their precarious experience in
maintaining neutrality during the First World War Dutch civilians and politicians alike
invested great currency in neutrality during the interwar years. Studying life in the
province before 1939, therefore, underscores the permeating shock of occupation, war,
destruction and reconstruction.

Owing to the absence of this historical reference, before the war had ended the

Dutch government authorized the establishment of the Militair Gezag (MG), or



Netherlands Military Authority, an institution which in many ways mirrored the mandate
of Civil Affairs (CA), while the French and Belgian governments authorized no such
equivalent. As we will see, the sheer scale of desolation in Zeeland also contributed to its
uniqueness. Although Civil Affairs operated on similar mandates across Belgium, France,
and the Netherlands, the situation facing CA authorities first in Zeeland and then

elsewhere in the Netherlands offered a different set of challenges.

Methodology and Sourcebase

The sources used in this work come from a variety of Dutch and British archives.
The Militair Gezag (MQ), or Netherlands Military Authority, was tasked with assessing
damage and working alongside Allied Civil Affairs (CA) units during the very chaotic
and transitional phase from liberation and destruction, to reconstruction and recovery.
The documentation for Zeeland’s MG can be found in the Zeeuws Archief (ZA) in the
province’s capital, Middelburg. This series of manuscript sources is an important
foundation for this study. The work of the MGs was extremely diverse and extensive,
which is reflected in the large body of records they left behind. This documentation
includes notes, communiqués, and reports on the distribution of foodstuffs, rationing,
providing fresh drinking water, the evacuation of internally displaced people, evacuation
of cattle, repairing the dykes and reclamation of land, and the rehabilitation of physical
infrastructure, among other issues. The diversity inherent in these sources highlights the
complexity of tasks given to the Allied and Dutch officials.

Another extensive body of manuscript sources comes from the Nederlands

Instituut voor Militaire Historie (NIMH) located in Den Haag, which is part of the Dutch



Ministry of National Defense. Many newspapers from the province have also been used
to shed light on the activities, concerns, and thoughts of the province’s inhabitants.
Although the use of newspapers is not without methodological problems, such as
investing too much currency in the representativeness of the stories newspapers carried,
the combination of newspapers and extensive bodies of archival sources helps
supplement this historical investigation by painting a fuller picture of life in the region.
The vast majority of primary sources employed in this study, therefore, are in the
Dutch language, which has dictated the trajectory of the work. The sources that examine
recovery are inherently negative in tone and deal with extensive human and physical loss.
Thus, the topics on which MG and CA officials reported were rarely of a positive nature
and lacked the triumphalism commonly associated with liberation. The choice to focus on
such sources means that this is very much a bureaucratic history, one that looks at the
ways in which institutions played a key role in shaping Zeeland’s experience after 1944.
These sources highlight the challenges civilians faced during this period. There are a
couple reasons why I have not included ego-documents, such as memoires or oral
histories, some of which are pragmatic while others are methodological. As a European
historian in Canada, time and financial constraints forced me to be selective in what types
of sources to investigate. My journeys to the Netherlands were very often consumed by
reading manuscript and archival sources over secondary material. Methodologically, the
ways in which memories are constructed and how they change after decades influenced
my decision to rely more on evidence from archives as opposed to the oral testimony of
individuals recalling their experiences years later. Ex post facto accounts of civilian

experiences under Nazi occupation can be particularly challenging to interpret. A farmer,



who may have supported the benign occupation of Zeeland in the 1940s, may have
excoriated Nazism after the 1960s or 1970s, when more detailed accounts of the
Holocaust came to light. These are just some of the problems inherent in the complexity
of memory. As such, my study lays the foundation on which further research involving
ego-documents like oral histories and memoirs can build. It is neither the first nor the last
account on the topic, but rather a way to encourage discussion about the long-term affects
of war and reconstruction in Europe.

This is neither an operational military history nor a political history, yet both of
these sub-genres of historical inquiry have informed the work at one point or another.
This is above all a regional, social and cultural history of one rural province in the
Netherlands, which at times is interwoven with important political, institutional, military,
and environmental themes. The sources used here help reflect how Dutch authorities
perceived the experiences of civilians, how civilians reacted to Nazi occupation and
Allied destruction, as well as how they understood their existence in a rural part of the
Netherlands after the most destructive period of their province’s history.

While Dutch sources have formed the basis upon which this study has been
written, I have also included archival material from the Public Records Office (now
called and referred to as the National Archives) in the United Kingdom. This material
consists of records from the Foreign Office (FO) and War Office (WO). Because the
primary purpose of this study aims to explore Dutch civilian experiences, the British
material acts as a supplement rather than a core group of records. In addition, I have used
aerial photographs, which can be found in the appendices, from the unique collection

housed at the Laurier Centre for Military Strategic and Disarmament Studies (LCMSDS)



in Waterloo, Ontario. These will help the reader envisage the level of destruction inflicted
upon the region by both German and Allied operations.

In addition to this body of manuscript sources, there are several Dutch-language
monographs which explore various parts of Zeeland’s history. These have proven
invaluable to foreign readers of rural Dutch history. In particular, L.W. de Bree’s 1979
study in which he attempted to examine the impact of the Second World War on
Zeeland.'® His premature death, however, prevented the completion of the history, which
ends abruptly around 1941. In the late 1980s, Gijs van der Ham, who unlike de Bree was
a professional historian, was commissioned to write the second part to de Bree’s
unfinished history of the province’s wartime experience.'' This account was much more
satisfactory in both methodology and breadth. Van der Ham employed archival material
rather than solely relying on newspapers as de Bree did years before.

Two other Dutch-language studies are invaluable when studying the history of
Zeeland. Jacoba Kramer-Vreugdenhil, who was old enough to remember occupation in
her village on Walcheren, published her dissertation in 2001 in which she analyzed
“occupation and inundation” in three villages on the island.'? To flesh out the
complexities of life under Nazi occupation in her pastoral surroundings, she used synodal
and church records from the Dutch Reformed Church, an institution which wielded great
influence in the region. In many ways, Vreugdenhil’s work shows how confessional
culture in Zeeland had a substantial impact on how civilians understood their role before

and after the war often within a covenantal and chiliastic framework. Another study is

" Bree, L.W. de Zeeland 40-45, deel 1 (Middelburg: Den Boer & Provincie Zeeland, 1979).

""Ham, Gijs van der Zeeland 1940-1945. Deel 2 (Zwolle: Waanders, 1990).

12 J. Kramer-Vreugdenhil, Eilandbewoners: bezetting en inundatie in drie Walcherse dorpen (Vlissingen:
Uitgeverij ADZ, 2001)
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Jan Zwemer’s monumental work that explores aspects of reconstruction in the province."
Taken together, these few works represent the most significant attempts to examine
Zeeland’s wartime experiences.

During one of my visits to the NIMH in Den Haag, Dr. D.C.L. Schoonoord was
kind enough to lend me a copy of his unpublished manuscript, entitled Het ‘Circus
Kruls’: Militair Gezag in Nederland, 1944-1946 (2011). This magisterial study,
consisting of over 800 pages, is one of the first works to explore the role of the MG
across the Netherlands from 1944 to 1946. Schoonoord’s work helps situate the
institutional framework of the MG across the country and some of the challenges to
reconstruction it encountered in other provinces. Although the book mainly focuses on
the northern and western regions of the country, Schoonoord does address the evacuation
scheme and the situation facing MG and CA authorities in Zeeland.

There are other works that do not address Zeeland specifically, but whose themes
and questions have informed this study. This dissertation ultimately sheds light on the
civilian experience in the wartime Netherlands. As early as the 1980s, Michiel Horn
called for a more nuanced approach to understanding the Canadian relationship with the
Netherlands, arguing correctly that it involved more than simply “cigarettes, sex and
chocolate.”' Later, in 1995, Geoffrey Hayes drew from translated secondary sources to
examine the effects of liberation from the perspectives of both civilians in West Brabant
and Canadian soldiers. While the Allies had reached Antwerp by 4-5 September 1944,

the people of Bergen op Zoom waited long and anxiously for their liberators. For

13 Jan Zwemer, Zeeland, 1945-1950: De wederopbouw van Zeeland na de oorlog (Vlissingen: den Boer de
Ruiter, 2000).

 Michiel Horn, “More than Cigarettes, Sex and Chocolate: The Canadian Army in the Netherlands, 1944-
1945, in Journal of Canadian Studies 16, no. 3/4 (Autumn 1981), 156-173.
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civilians, as Hayes rightly points out, “The long [delay in the] arrival of the liberators was
frustrating.”'"” Civilians in that part of the country were impatient with the progress of
Allied armies. Central to the narrative of liberation in this part of the country was how
local accounts described Dutch civilians as active agents in their own liberation, rather
than as passive victims caught helplessly between belligerents. As we will see, one
museum in Zeeland has adopted a similar narrative to emphasize their role in post-war
reconstruction at the expense of Allied Civil Affairs. These two revisionist approaches
have influenced the ways in which I have approached this work by using the word
“liberation” in a more critical way.

The Canadian historians concerned with the Schelde tend to focus on the
operational efficacy of First Canadian Army as opposed to what civilians experienced
and the various recovery efforts in the region. This is understandable given their bodies
of evidence and the types of questions each raises. Popular historians Denis and Shelagh
Whitaker, as well as Mark Zuehlke have all assessed Canada’s performance in the
campaign, but none have used Dutch sources.'® As a professional historian, Terry Copp
has offered the most extensive look into the Schelde campaign. Published in 2006,
Cinderella Army is the authoritative account on military operations in the region.
Drawing on a wealth of English-language sources from British and Canadian archives,
Copp has provided the most in-depth operational history of the campaign in northwest

Europe.'’ Focusing on Canada’s operational history, he aimed to disabuse the traditional,

15 Geoffrey Hayes, ““Where are our liberators?’ The Canadian Liberation of West Brabant, 1944,” in
Canadian Journal of Netherlandic Studies X V1, ii (Fall 1995), 56-62.

' Denis and Shelagh Whitaker, Tug of War: The Canadian Victory that Opened Antwerp (Toronto:
Stoddart, 1984); Mark Zuehlke, Terrible Victory: First Canadian Army and the Scheldt Estuary Campaign
(Vancouver: Douglas & Mclntyre, 2007).

" Terry Copp, Cinderella Army: The Canadians in Northwest Europe, 1944-1945 (Toronto: University of
Toronto Press, 2006), Introduction.
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and not too flattering, interpretation of Canada’s wartime army proffered by C.P. Stacey
in the 1960s. The plight of civilians and the pace at which recovery unfolded, however,
were well beyond the scope of his study. Nonetheless, Copp is correct in his conviction
that the Allied flooding of Walcheren played an essential role in defeating Nazi Germany
in Zeeland. As he suggests, the flooding of Walcheren was at the time the best option
available to Allied decision makers and one which would maximize Allied strength while
also minimizing Anglo-Canadian casualties.'® To say that the decision to flood the island
in October 1944 was misguided, as one Dutch historian has claimed, is to impose a
teleology that ignores the strategic context in which the Allied decisions were made."
This study agrees with Copp’s premise, but picks up where he left off in an attempt to
understand what happened to the region after liberation.

These contributions notwithstanding, successive Canadian governments have
emphasized the so-called “Sweetest Spring” narrative that continues to be celebrated in
Canada, focusing on Canadian military achievements during the spring of 1945. This is
especially evident when looking at the narratives created by Veterans Affairs Canada or
other official channels. Government of Canada publications highlight euphoric letters
written about Canadians and the oral testimony of young Dutch observers in towns which
were rather unaffected by war compared to elsewhere in the country.*’ The memory of
Canada’s role in liberation is therefore intimately connected to the central and northern

parts of the Netherlands; it is divorced from events in the southern part of the country in

'8 Copp, Cinderella Army, Ch. 5.

1 Tobias van Gent, “The Allied Assault on Walcheren, 1944,” in Building Liberty: Canada and World
Peace, 1945-2005 edited by Conny Steenman-Marcusse and Aritha van Herk (Groningen: Barkhuis
Publishing, 2005), 11-30.

20 See for example, Veterans Affairs Canada, “Remembrance: The Liberation of the Netherlands,” Letter
from Holland 27 April 1945, accessed 12 June 2014
http://www.veterans.gc.ca/eng/remembrance/history/second-world-war/liberation-netherlands
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autumn 1944. If 1945 is most renown for Canada’s role in liberating large parts of the
Netherlands, then 1944 is best known as the year in which Canada spearheaded the
amphibious assault on Juno Beach on 6 June 1944. This has cast a wide shadow over
First Canadian Army’s role in clearing the Schelde in between these two significant
periods.

Other European historians, such as Peter Schrijvers, have reexamined what life
was like in Belgium once the Allies liberated the country in September 1944. He argues
that after the initial euphoria of liberation had subsided, the civilians grew tired of what
some saw as a second occupation that prevented a return to the pre-1940 world. The
clichés of chocolate, kisses, and bubble gum began to give way to disappointment and
even crime.”' As Schrijvers writes, “[historians] would almost have us believe that, after
cheers and kisses in September 1944, the Allied armies packed up, moved on to Nazi
Germany, and vanished from Belgium altogether, allowing the country to get back to
normal all by itself. The reality was, however, that as long as the campaign against
neighboring Germany continued, there remained a mass presence of Allied troops in

Belgium.”*

William Hitchcock has similarly emphasized the costs of victory in Europe
and the ways in which destruction was a necessary evil in the bitter road to freedom.”
While reconstruction efforts in the Schelde were not necessarily an occupation as
Schrijvers suggests was the case in Belgium, this work does identify issues that caused

increasing discontent among the civilian population in Zeeland. Schrijvers’ work in

particular represents a trend in relatively recent English-language reassessments of how

! peter Schrijvers, Liberators: The Allies and Belgian Society, 1944-1945 (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2009), 2-3.

22 Schrijvers, Liberators: The Allies and Belgian Society, 1944-1945, 3.

2 William I. Hitchcock, The Bitter Road to Freedom: A New History of the Liberation of Europe (New
York: Free Press, 2008).

14



“liberation” is understood. The common thread connecting his study to this one lies in

29 ¢c

how concepts like “liberation,” “rehabilitation,” and “recovery” are understood.

This study contributes to the literature on war and society in a number of ways
and engages in a discussion that Schrijvers has initiated. Using evidence that Canadian
historians have not had access to in the past, I seek to reconfigure the language of
liberation, to show that the Allied victory over Nazi Germany in this region of the
Netherlands was part of an extremely diverse set of liberations that exacted an uneven toll
on the territory over which German and Allied armies fought. It also highlights many of
the problems contemporaries experienced in the immediate aftermath of the Second
World War in the Netherlands. In this way, this work adds to the existing discussion on
civil-military relations. Additionally, the environmental impact of warfare is a common
theme that appears throughout the study. Both Allies and Germans mobilized water and
manipulated topography to their advantage during combat, which suggests the degree to
which even the physical environment, and particularly the lithosphere, was not beyond
the realm of operational planners. The use of water as a weapon illustrates the totality of
“total war.” The pervasiveness of water, not only in times of peace but also in war,
dominates popular Dutch imagination—exemplified by den Doolaard’s work in the
immediate post-war period.

This study does not focus on regions or provinces beyond Zeeland. As such, |
have focused on the history of reconstruction and recovery during the war in the

Netherlands and often very close to military operations, as opposed to following the

complete liberation of the country in May 1945. In so doing, this case study demonstrates
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some of the pressures facing both Allied and Dutch authorities in their efforts to recover a
region while military operations to defeat Nazi Germany continued.

One final and important note must be made regarding methodology. The
documentation of the MG is vast and sometimes disparate. For this reason, some aspects
of occupation, destruction, inundation, and reconstruction are emphasized over others,
and some regions of the province receive greater ministration than others.
Contemporaries gave a disproportionate amount of attention to Walcheren, partly because
of the damage inflicted upon that island by the Allies and partly because of the island’s
administrative and economic primacy to Zeeland. The evidence from the archives reflects
this emphasis often, and unfortunately, at the expense of more remote parts of the
province, such as Tholen and Schouwen-Duiveland, the latter of which was not liberated
until May 1945. Additionally, because many towns were badly damaged, communication
between authorities in Zeeuws-Vlaanderen and other parts of the province in September
and October 1944 was erratic at best. For this reason, this dissertation adopts a thematic
approach because this is most conducive to the presentation of such a diverse set of
themes. The use of themes also helps to understand the immense complexity of the
situation facing both Allied and Dutch authorities and civilians during the transitional

period from November to December 1944.

Structure and Themes
This work follows the experience of Zeeland both chronologically and
thematically. Chapter I provides an overview of the history of Zeeland and its people

from about 1900 to the outbreak of the Second World War. In so doing, this chapter
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tacitly underscores the problem of periodization in history. It argues that a look at the
period covering the First World War, industrialization, and economic crises helps
understand Dutch mentalities and reaction to occupation in May 1940. It also highlights
the historical parallels between the Great War, the depression, and the occupation in
1940. In order to understand better occupation experiences, this chapter helps
contextualize the occupation of Dutch territory within the social, political, and economic
developments of the interwar period. This, furthermore, emphasizes another important
point that interwoven throughout the study: the rural-urban dichotomy in history. Much
of what historians in the English-language world know about the occupied Netherlands
comes from evidence found in the densely populated urban areas of the so-called “old
provinces” and cities like Amsterdam, Rotterdam, and Utrecht. Far less is known about
the rural regions of the Netherlands and how dominantly agrarian societies, particularly
ravaged by the economic crises of the 1930s, reacted to Nazi occupation. While readers
versed in Dutch history may be familiar with this information, I have included this
chapter for English-language readers whose knowledge of Dutch history and geography
is limited.

Chapter II explores Nazi occupation in the countryside and shows how the
environment played a significant role during those years. The Germans very quickly
understood the importance of controlling land for defensive purposes. This manifested in
the construction of Hitler’s A#lantikwall and the emphasis he placed on the fortification of
the Schelde and Zeeland. The construction of this defensive system had great
consequences for over 20,000 Zeeuwen who worked on building projects, either as

conscripts or volunteers. However, given the province’s geographic position and unlike
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other Dutch provinces, most workers were permitted to stay within Zeeland rather than
being forced to work in Germany or elsewhere. Additionally, although resistance groups
were widespread in the occupied Netherlands, Zeeland’s topographic circumstances and
its sparsely populated islands made resistance an extremely challenging enterprise,
especially once the German presence crested in the region after 1942. Until late in the
war, Nazi occupation in Zeeland was relatively benign. In this chapter, I have tried to
emphasize the use of primary source material or sources that focus exclusively on
Zeeland to shed light on occupation experiences. For this reason, readers will notice that
the voluminous work of Louis de Jong, namely the multi-volume Het Koninkrijk der
Nederlanden in de Tweede Wereldoorlog, is not used. While his works are indeed
prolific, de Jong often sacrificed depth for breadth. In this context, lesser-known works,
such as those of de Bree or Zwemer offer greater insight into the history of this region
specifically.

In Chapter II1, I provide a very brief overview of the strategic and operational
plans for Allied action in the Schelde, as well as a look at how German armed forces
reacted to the Allied advances. This chapter also stresses how Allied decision makers
used the environment to neutralize the heavy coastal batteries and “sink™ the island of
Walcheren. Although the Allies were left with little other choice, the Allied
bombardment that flooded Walcheren and killed many civilians was a sine qua non of
opening the port of Antwerp and supplying Allied armies in western Europe. From the
perspective of Canadian and Allied military planners, the use of water as a weapon was

the optimal choice, even if that meant widespread suffering and destruction. Mobilizing
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water as a weapon significantly aided in capturing the province and resupplying armies in
the west. But water also had a profound effect on the local people.

Chapter IV introduces the authorities responsible for assessing and commencing
reconstruction projects in the badly damaged, but liberated, parts of Zeeland in October-
November 1944. It provides a brief institutional overview and history of Allied Civil
Affairs and its Dutch counterpart the Militair Gezag voor Zeeland (MG). This chapter
explores some of the early personnel problems identified with CA and MG units. Chapter
V examines how CA and MG units worked to restore some semblance of pre-war society
in Zeeland amidst inundation and evacuation. It underscores the complexity of civil-
military relations and, at times, the almost antithetical understanding of the situation
between officials and civilians. Efforts to evacuate civilians and transfer them to other
parts of the province, for example, were not always greeted kindly and many civilians
articulated their frustration through their burgemeesters. It also suggests that the
establishment of the MG was informed by a Dutch pre-war political and bureaucratic
culture. This partly influenced the Netherlands’ decision to establish a separate military
organization.

Chapter VI continues the examination of the rehabilitation of post-war Zeeland
until 1947. In particular, this chapter uses the concept of “exiting war,” an idea postulated
by French historian Henry Rousso.”* “Exiting war” refers to processes during which
autochthonous populations are left to conceptualize their own memories following the

official and diplomatic declaration to end hostilities. As Rousso writes,

 See Henry Rousso, “A New Perspective on the War” in Jorg Echternkamp and Stefan Martens.
Experience and Memory: The Second World War in Europe. (New York: Berghahn Books, 2010), 1-9.
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“‘Exiting wars’ not only refers to a simple state, a given situation at a certain
point in time, such as the term ‘postwar era,” but rather a process, a development
that encompasses social dimensions of great scope and in a certain sense can be
understood as a continuation of the war—on the national as well as the
international level. The term thus avoids a clear-cut distinction between ‘before’
and ‘after,” which is characteristic for legal documents that define specific states
of war or peace, ceasefire, capitulation, or armistice, and that assume a clearly
defined temporal caesura...Not everybody arrives at the war’s end at the same
time, or under the same circumstances, or even with the same short-, mid-, or

25
long-term consequences.”

The concept applies to Zeeland, but here, too, problems of periodization surface when we
consider the ways in which war and its corollaries of destruction and recovery affected
Zeeland particularly. The year 1945, in the history of this province, means very little and
certainly does not mark the denouement of the province’s problems. In addition, this
chapter broaches a number of questions about the Dutch government’s curious
prioritization of reclaiming the Dutch East-Indies, while large segments of the country
remained destroyed.

Finally, Chapter VII focuses on the construction of memory long after the
cessation of hostilities between Allied and German armies. It compares the ways in which
two museums in the province have given meaning to war, occupation, and liberation in
Zeeland. This chapter demonstrates that the memory in this province is communalized.

Even within separate provinces, the construction of memories can differ drastically in the

2 Rousso, “A New Perspective on the War,” 5.
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space of a few kilometers. Yet, it also suggests that memory in some parts of Zeeland has
changed very little from the immediate post-war period. The literature written by
individuals like den Doolaard in the late 1940s continues to inform the narratives adapted
by one particular museum in the region, one in which civilians’ resilience in the face of
adversity takes center stage. In adopting the communalization thesis, this chapter
suggests the difficulty of creating and maintaining a provincial memory in Zeeland.

In the end, an examination of this painful period of Zeeland’s history presents an
alternative narrative to how Dutch “liberation” is understood in the English-speaking
world. The idea that the Netherlands celebrates Canadian and British efforts in their
country is not wrong, but it is certainly not representative of the entire country. By
focusing on the rural-urban dynamics of history, the environmental impact of war, the
problems of periodization between Dutch- and English-language history, as well as the
various ways in which Dutch towns have given meaning to the most destructive event in
their history, this study highlights how Canadian historians of Europe and the Second
World War need to reevaluate comfortably held certainties and ask critical questions
about the liberation of western Europe. This study raises those critical questions. It aims
to show how complex the two narratives are and how multiple narratives compete against
one another. This is effectively a regional history of a little-known rural province that
nonetheless figures prominently in Canadian and British military histories. In this way,
historians of the war have often neglected one very important side of Dutch wartime
experience. While Dutch civilians celebrated the capitulation of German armed forces in
the Netherlands in May 1945, the people of Zeeland continued to rebuild their homes and

lives. A close reading of the documents dealing with the destruction and recovery of this
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province shows that “liberation” is a word that needs to be reconfigured and applied

much more cautiously than it has been in the past.

Note on Language

Throughout this study I have maintained the use of Dutch-language names and
locations as they would have appeared to contemporaries during the war. For example,
Vlissingen is used instead of “Flushing,” Zuid-Beveland instead of “South Beveland,”
Zeeuws-Vlaanderen instead of the cumbersome “Zeelandic Flanders,” and so on.
Additionally, Dutch-language demonyms and their derivatives are often difficult to
render into proper English. Readers will frequently encounter the plural demonym for
people of Zeeland, “Zeeuwen.” “Zeeuws,” which can be translated as Zeelandic, can refer
to the dialect spoken in Zeeland and in parts of Zuid-Holland, while “Zeeuwse” or
“Zeeuwsch” are used to describe or modify nouns. Although C.P. Stacey used the English
spelling of the “Scheldt,” he included an important note on its usage in a footnote. Citing
a letter written in 1944 by a Dutch-American physician, Dr. G.J. Rennier, Stacey claimed
that English speakers should “pronounce the name of the Scheldt in the Dutch fashion
(‘Skelt’) and abandon the German pronunciation ‘Shelt’.”*® T advocate for the same.

Where sources are quoted extensively, I have provided in full the original Dutch-

language quotation in a footnote. All translations are the author’s unless otherwise noted.

6 C.P. Stacey, The Victory Campaign, see footnote on p.365.
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CHAPTER 1
Zeeland and the Zeeuwen, 1900-1939
The scale of violence and destruction that befell much of Europe during the
Second World War was unprecedented. Historians of the Second World War have rigidly
periodized the period from 1939 to 1945, paying great attention to how and why war
erupted and evolved through those years. While this focus covers most military
operations, it does not help us understand how and why certain peoples reacted to
German occupation in 1940. It also misleads us into thinking that the Belgians, French,
and Dutch had no point of reference to gauge or conceptualize the developments of war
and occupation in their lands. This idea is particularly important for the Netherlands.
During the Great War the Netherlands adopted a position of armed neutrality and their
sovereignty was never fully violated. As Hermann von der Dunk has rightly pointed out,
“to understand the persistent effect of the shock of 1940... we have to dig rather a long
way back into the past, because we cannot separate Dutch reactions during and after the
war from some peculiar features of Dutch political culture and society, and we cannot

27
”“" For von der Dunk,

understand these, in their turn, without delving into history.
particular notions of anti-centralism, religious pluralism, and the pragmatic form of
tolerance found in the Netherlands considerably affected Dutch mentalities in 1940.

This chapter examines the socio-economic, political, and confessional
development of Zeeland from about 1900 to the eve of occupation in 1940. It is important

to explore some of the characteristics that have influenced the province’s historical

development. Although the Netherlands remained neutral for the duration of the Great

" Hermann von der Dunk, “The Netherlands and the Memory of the Second World War,” European
Review 4, 3 (1996), 222.
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War, Zeeland’s proximity to the Western front and Belgium subjected the province to
some of the pressures bona fide belligerents experienced. As a consequence, the echoes
of war heard in Zeeland reinforced the importance of Dutch neutrality in the crises
leading to war in 1940. Maartje Abbenhuis has shown how difficult it was to maintain a
position of armed neutrality and how the political and socio-economic pressures of war
from 1914 to 1918 nearly plunged the country into the war on a number of occasions.*®
After 1918, parts of Zeeland experienced a period of rapid modernization and general
economic prosperity. Like elsewhere in Western Europe, this period of prosperity ended
abruptly in the early 1930s after the stock market crashes of 1929. As a dominantly
agrarian region, the economic challenges arguably affected Zeeland more than other
provinces in the Netherlands where population density was greater. After several years of
economic deprivation Zeeland, along with much of Western Europe, was subjected to
Nazi occupation in May 1940. The unique geographical and topographical features of
Zeeland’s various islands made it a crucial part of the Nazi war machine and, as we will
explore later, its conquest was a sine qua non for Allied victory in 1945.

To contextualize better the various provincial experiences of the Zeeuwen during
occupation and after liberation, the following chapter provides a brief background about
the province and its people. This chapter argues that while the importance attached to
neutrality in the Netherlands prevented the country from entering the Great War in 1914,

it strengthened the idea of neutrality among decision makers in the 1930s. With no

experience of dealing with destruction and recovery in modern memory, Dutch

® Maartje Abbenhuis, The Art of Staying Neutral: The Netherlands in the First World War, 1914-1918
(Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2006). See also, P. Moeyes “Neutral Tones: The Netherlands
and Switzerland and Their Interpretations of Neutrality, 1914-1918” in (ed.) Herman Amersfoort and Wim
Klinkert, Small Powers in the Age of Total War, 1900-1940 (Leiden: Brill, 2011), 57-84.
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authorities after 1944-1945 lacked the practical experience of reconstruction their Allies
had gained in 1918. For this reason, as we will see in later chapters, post-war recovery
presented a number of substantial challenges for Allies and Dutch authorities alike. In
addition, the political and economic pressures placed upon the Dutch during the Great
War and the 1930s resonated with the relatively benign Nazi occupation of the province
in the 1940s. This chapter highlights long-term trends and continuity during the first three
decades of the twentieth century.
ok

When driving on the E312 from Vlissingen in Walcheren past a village like
Nieuwdorp in Zuid-Beveland it is difficult to imagine that until relatively recently the
province of Zeeland consisted of seven separate constituent parts, six of which were
islands and one attached to the mainland. Walcheren protrudes furthest into the North
Sea, while Zuid- and Noord-Beveland lay to its east and northeast (Appendix VI).
Schouwen-Duiveland is the most northern part of the province and is closest to the island
of Overflakkee near the mouth of River Maas. While Overflakkee is technically part of
Zuid-Holland, the people there resemble the Zeeuwen in dialect, culture, and also had
very similar occupation experiences, including inundation in 1944.%° Tholen, which
consists of two peninsulas that were formerly islands, borders Noord-Brabant to the east.
The most southern part of the province is Zeeuws-Vlaanderen, which lies on the southern
side of the Schelde and borders Belgium. Before the 1950s, the various islands separated
the estuaries of the three great rivers—Rhine, Maas, and Schelde— with dune barriers at

their western ends. Nowhere in the province of Zeeland exceeded 10 feet in altitude,

2 A.J. Jansen, Bezetters & water: Een Geisoleerd Gebied in Oorlogstijd (Dreischor: Uitgeverij
Steengracht, 1988).
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which means that over the centuries the Zeeuwen had developed a very effective dyke
system and a variety of dune belts to protect the land against inundation.”® For that reason
settlements normally grew around the areas protected from floodwaters called polders.
Being below sea level and living so close to the sea has presented the inhabitants of
Zeeland with innumerable challenges over the centuries. Zeeland was, as Wijlen W. de
Bree put it, “a land created by the people’s hands in a millennial battle against the sea.”"
While no doubt romanticized, Zeeland’s history has been characterized by regular
inundation and reclamation.

Zeeland experienced some marked demographic changes from 1900 to 1930.
From 1899 to 1909, the overall provincial population increased by 16,220 and from 1909
to 1920 the population again increased by 12,922. This population growth, as we will
examine later, likely correlates to the nascent industrialization that took place in Zeeland

at the turn of the century. From 1920 to 1930, however, the growth witnessed in previous

decades had begun to level out, but still increased by 2,169 (see Table 1).

Population of Zeeland
Province®
1899 216, 295

1909 232,515

1920 245,437

1930 247, 606

3% Naval Intelligence Division, Netherlands: Geographical Handbook Series (London: Naval Intelligence,
1942), 24.

31 Wijlen L.W. de Bree, Zeeland 1940-1945 (Middelburg: Den Boer, 1979), 6. “een land door
mensenhanden geschapen in een duizenjarige strijd tegen de zee.”

32 Censuses conducted in the Netherlands from 1795 to 1971 have been digitized and are available online at
www.volkstelling.nl. Understandably, no data or official censuses exist for the period from 1930 to 1947.
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This provincial demographic trend reflects similar growth found in major Dutch
towns. For the purposes of this study, major towns include towns with a population
greater than 1500 and some which we will encounter later, such as Breskens (Zeeuws-
Vlaanderen), Goes (Zuid-Beveland), Middelburg (Walcheren), Terneuzen (Zeeuws-
Vlaanderen), and Vlissingen (Walcheren). Some towns, however, experienced very little
shift in population from 1899 to 1930. This is particularly true for the capital of Zeeland,
Middelburg. In 1899, Middelburg had a population of 18,837, a figure that largely
remained the same throughout the period, boasting 18,395 inhabitants by 1930. The
smaller towns of Terneuzen and Goes experienced constant growth during this period.
The port town of Terneuzen on the southern side of the Schelde, for example, went from
8,174 in 1899 to 10,458 in 1930. Vlissingen, the province’s largest economic and
industrial center, experienced population fluctuations according to the broader economic
developments of the 1930s. During the period of industrialization in the 1920s,
Vlissingen’s population was at its height, reaching 23,025, but decreased during the
1930s to 21,716.** By 1939, only 9 percent of Zeeland’s population lived in towns of
20,000 inhabitants or over, mainly in Vlissingen. This figure pales in comparison to the
72 percent of the population in Noord-Holland, or even the 38 percent in neighbouring
Noord-Brabant, that lived in towns of 20,000 inhabitants or more.>* As these data
suggest, a significant number of Zeeuwen inhabited small villages across the various

islands, with the only two major concentrations of the population residing on Walcheren.

33 See Appendix 1 “Populations of Selected Towns, 1899-1930.”
3 Naval Intelligence Division, Netherlands: Geographical Handbook Series, 246.
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To evaluate Dutch reactions to the events of May 1940 von der Dunk found that
the sixteenth century provided a useful point de départ.”” Indeed, many scholars of the
Netherlands maintain that divisions in confessional composition and politics can be
traced to the Dutch Revolt against the Spanish in the 1560s.>® Although the events of the
1500s are well beyond the scope of this study, it would be worthwhile to consider the
confessional composition of Zeeland and how the spread and adoption of Calvinism
affected the development of politics and life in the province. When the Dutch Reformed
Church in Alphen caught fire in April 1916, the Goessche Courant claimed it was the
town’s first serious “warning for each community that appreciates the preservation of its
valuable buildings,” eluding to divine admonition.’” In the 1940s, as historian Jan
Zwemer has pointed out, some people in Zeeland “saw, out of religious conviction,
[military] occupation as a punishment from God for the sins of the Dutch people and by

»38 I short, to resist

extension regarded the Germans as the legitimate government.
against the Germans was to question an ordained and divine plan. Confessional culture,
therefore, remains an important component in assessing prewar and occupation
experiences in the dominantly rural regions of the Netherlands. This is especially true for

Zeeland and we will encounter this later regarding the immediate reconstruction of

Walcheren in 1944.

35 Hermann von der Dunk, “The Netherlands and the Memory of the Second World War,” 222-227.

3¢ Arend Lijphart, The Politics of Accommodation: Pluralism and Democracy in the Netherlands (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1968); Naval Intelligence Division, Netherlands: Geographical Handbook
Series, 88; J.W. de Beus, J.A.A. van Doorn, en Percy B. Lehring, De Ideologische Driehoek: Nederlandse
politiek in historisch perspectief (Amsterdam: Boom/Meppel, 1989), 112; Ruby B. Andeweg and Galen A.
Irwin, Dutch Government and Politics (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1993).

37 Goessche Courant, “Een ernstige waarschuwing,” 11 April 1916, 1. “Een waarschuwing voor iedere
gemeente, die prijs stelt op het behoud harer kostbare bouwwerken”

8 Jan Zwemer, Zeeland, 1945-1950: De wederopbouw van Zeeland na de oorlog (Vlissingen: den Boer de
Ruiter, 2000), 74. He writes “Maar sommigen zagen uit religieuze overtuiging de bezetting als een straf van
God op de zonden van het Nederlandse volk en in het verlengde daarvan beschouwden zij de Duitsers als
de wettige overheid.”
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In his study on politics in the post-war Netherlands, Arend Lijphart wrote that

39
7”7 For

“the two basic cleavages which divide the Dutch population are class and religion.
the most part, this observation also applies to twentieth-century Zeeland. In 1909, the
majority of Zeeuwen belonged to Nederlands Hervormde Kerk (Dutch Reformed Church)
with small pockets of Roman Catholics found in villages throughout the Province and in
the larger towns of Middelburg, Vlissingen, and Terneuzen. In the town of Breskens
(Zeeuws-Vlaanderen), for example, which in 1909 had a population of 2,198, 81.3
percent recognized themselves as Dutch Reformed. Larger towns like Middelburg, whose
population reached 19,564 in 1909, had a more diverse confessional composition
including 61.9 percent belonging to the Dutch Reformed Church, while 9.2 percent
confessed to the Roman Catholic Church, as well as a small Ashkenazim population (less
than one percent) whose synagogue can still be found on the Seisplein. The largest city in
Zeeland, Vlissingen, counted 21,363 inhabitants in 1909, 53.7 percent of whom were
members of the Dutch Reformed Church, 32 percent were Roman Catholic, and roughly
11 percent were recognized Gereformeerd (Calvinist Orthodox Reformed).*’
Communities of Orthodox Reformed Zeeuwen could be found scattered throughout the
province, but were typically in the minority. For instance, of the 1,529 inhabitants of
Koudekerk, located about three kilometers northwest of Vlissingen, a total of 783 people
were members of the Dutch Reformed Church, while only 26 were members of the

Orthodox Reformed community. But “the bastions of heavy Christianity,” as de Bree put

it, “were found—and still found—spread over the different islands: on Walcheren in

39 Lijphart, The Politics of Accommodation, 16.

0 yolkstelling, 1909. “Percentsgewijze verhouding voor iedere gemeente van Nederland, van het aantal
personen behoorende tot de voornaamste kerkelijke gezindten, tot de totale bevolking,” 1-13
www.volkstelling.nl
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Aagtekerke, Arnemuiden, Meliskerke; on Zuid-Beveland in Borssele, Waarde en
Yerseke; on Tholen in Poortvliet, Scherpenisse, Sint Annaland and Stavenisse; on
Duiveland in Nieuwekerke and Oosterland.”*' These were the towns, situated on the
island furthest out on the North Sea, in which villagers were arguably most devout. In
Sint Philipsland, for example, more than half of the 2,000 inhabitants belonged to the
Orthodox Reformed community.** Still other confessions were found in the province and
included “Other reformed Churches,” Evangelical Lutherans, Mennonites or Anabaptists
(doopsgezinden).” Of the many hamlets and villages that cover the province, however,
the majority were Dutch Reformed. Beyond Zeeland to the east and northeast, in
neighbouring Noord-Brabant for example, Catholicism dominated as opposed to the
various forms of Protestantism across Zeeland.

This confessional composition had obvious implications for the political
complexion of the province. But first a brief and general mention of Dutch politics is
necessary. The sovereignty of the Netherlands resides in the House of Orange-Nassau
and the monarch, but the Netherlands also has a powerful parliament called the States-
General. The States-General consists of two Chambers, the First (Upper) and Second
(Lower), which convenes at Den Haag. The First Chamber consists of fifty members who
are chosen by indirect election through the Provincial States, or legislatures, which are in

turn elected by universal suffrage. The eleven provinces are arranged in four groups with

1 de Bree, Zeeland 1940-1945, 8. “De bastions van het zware Christendom vond—en vindt—men
verspreid over verschillende eilanden: op Walcheren te Aagtekerke, Arnemuiden, Meliskerke, op Zuid-
Beveland te Borssele, Waarde en Yerseke, op Tholen te Poortvliet, Scherpenisse, Sint Annaland en
Stavenisse, op Duiveland te Nieuwekerke en Oosterland.”

2 de Bree, Zeeland 1940-1945, 8. “Op Sint Philipsland, waar meer dan de helft van de 2.000 bewoners tot
de oud-gereformeerde gemeente behoorde, stemde meer dan de helft der kiesgerichtigden op de SGP.”

# volkstelling, 1909. “Tabel I: indeeling van de bevolking der verschillende gemeenten, der groepen van
gemeenten, der provincién en van het Rijk naar het geslacht en de kerkelijke gezindte,” 44.
www.volkstelling.nl
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roughly equal populations, each of which is allotted roughly one-quarter of the total
membership of the Chamber. Thus, Noord-Brabant, Zeeland, Utrecht, Limburg, and
Gelderland formed one group which had 13 representatives. In contrast, Zuid-Holland
alone had 12 representatives based on its larger population. To bring fair composition to
the First Chamber with the wishes of the electorate, the States-General “weighs” their
votes. Members of the Chamber are elected for six-year terms.**

The Second Chamber consists of 100 members and has been elected by universal
suffrage since the reforms of 1917-1922. In 1939, there were 4,639,503 voters in the
Netherlands (98.5 percent of all citizens over the age of twenty-five). The Second
Chamber is elected as a whole and typically sits for four years. The States-General shares
the legislative function with the Queen, but the two Chambers differ in their function and
legislative capacity. The Second Chamber exercises the initiative in legislation and the
First Chamber can only put forward proposals that are not bills. The First Chamber has
no power to amend bills accepted by both the sovereign and the Second Chamber. The
First Chamber can only reject or accept bills.*

Each province possesses its own legislative and administrative assembly known
as Provinciale Staten (Provincial States). Members of these bodies are elected by
universal suffrage according to the same system described above. The population of each
province determines the size of the Provincial State. Thus in 1939 Zeeland had one

member per 5,900 Zeeuw for a total of 42 members in the provincial assembly, whereas

Zuid-Holland had one member per 23,900 inhabitants for a total of 82 members. The

* Naval Intelligence Division, Netherlands: Geographical Handbook Series (London: Naval Intelligence,
1942), 178.
* Naval Intelligence Division, Netherlands: Geographical Handbook Series (London: Naval Intelligence,
1942), 179.
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Provincial States are rather autonomous and have jurisdiction over all administration in
the province, with the exception of public works administered by the Departement van
Waterstaat. Each province also has an executive power which is comprised of a
permanent six-member committee called the Gedeputeerde Staten (Deputed States).
Importantly, this committee also oversees the communal authorities. Both bodies of the
provinces meet under the presidency of a Commissioner appointed by the Crown
(Commissaris der Koningen).46

The Gemeente, or Commune, was and continues to be an important part of
provincial politics in the Netherlands. In 1940, there were 1,054 communes across the
country. Each commune is administered by two bodies: the gemeenteraad (communal
council) and the wethouders (aldermen). Both of these bodies are led by a single
burgemeester (burgomaster or mayor). While the councils are elected by universal
suffrage, the aldermen are chosen by the council itself and the mayor is appointed by the
Queen and remains in office for six years. As de facto representative of the Queen or
monarch in towns, the mayor is responsible for the maintenance of public order and
morals, as well as local taxation.*’ The extent to which people identified themselves with
their commune is difficult to know, but the communes wielded a great influence on local
populations. During recovery, the communal governments and burgemeesters would act
as the first point of reference for Allied and Dutch civil affairs projects.

The various administrative bodies were comprised of a multitude of political

parties, but a detailed exposition of the parties need not concern us here. However, many

% Naval Intelligence Division, Netherlands: Geographical Handbook Series (London: Naval Intelligence,
1942), 183.
" Naval Intelligence Division, Netherlands: Geographical Handbook Series (London: Naval Intelligence,
1942), 185.
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political parties were organized according to confessional background. This is generally
true for all of the Netherlands, but especially important for Zeeland. Some of the major
political parties of the early twentieth century consisted of the Anti-Revolutionaire Partij
(ARP), Christelijk-Historische Unie (CHU), de Rooms-Katholieke Staatspartij (RKSP)
and, after 1918, the Staatkundig Gereformeerde Partij (SGP).* Lijphart observed that,
for all of the Netherlands, three sub-cultural groups called zuilen (pillars) dominated
Dutch politics in the twentieth century.*’ According to him, political affiliation could
normally be divided by Catholicism, orthodox Calvinism (i.e. Reformed Church, other
fundamentalist Protestant churches), and a third bloc dominated by more liberal-leaning
individuals of the Dutch Reformed Church, as well as secular or non-affiliated
individuals.”® To a certain degree, the Nazi occupying forces would capitalize on the
political and confessional landscape of the province.

Like many other parts of Western Europe, most political parties operated or, at the
very least, influenced certain newspapers. In Zeeland, de Zeeuw provided daily news and
was largely influenced by the Reformed Church and the CHU. Other significant daily
newspapers, some of which later proved important means to disseminate information
regarding occupation proclamations and other Nazi regulations, included the
Middelbursche Courant, Provinciale Zeeuwsche Courant, and the Zierikzeesche
Nieuwsbode. While these were certainly important media, this should not obscure the fact

that copious other smaller papers provided news to smaller communities, not to mention

*8 Jan Zwemer, Zeeland, 1945-1950: De wederopbouw van Zeeland na de oorlog (Vlissingen: den Boer de
Ruiter, 2000), 26. Anti-Revolutionary Party, Christian-Historical Union, and the Roman Catholic State
Party respectively.

* Some political scientists have referred to this composition as de ideologische driehoek (the ideological
triangle). Cf. J.W. de Beus, J.A.A. van Doorn, en Percy B. Lehring, De Ideologische Driehoek:
Nederlandse politiek in historisch perspectief (Amsterdam: Boom/Meppel, 1989).

> Lijphart, The Politics of Accomodation, 17.
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the extent to which church services provided many Zeeuwen with weekly news and
information. It would be misleading to assume that people from Zierikzee in Schouwen-
Duiveland read the Middelburgsche Courant on a regular basis and, for as de Bree
emphasized, “everyone from the seven parts of Zeeland spoke their own dialect, in 1919
they also wore their own clothes or clothing, each island had its own health-care centre,

its own market, and its own lifestyle.”'

In other words, the Zeeuwen remained highly
regionalized in language and experience. That the islands of the province are in so many
ways disparate suggests that historians must be mindful of the Zeeuwen’s heterogeneity
when considering the changes wrought by economic crises and the effects of occupation
and war. The effects brought on by socio-economic and political pressures, therefore,
were not uniform and did not affect all of Zeeland equally. This work, therefore, tries to
flesh out the complexity inherent in rural-urban dynamics in relation to historical
development. In other words, the occupation of Schouwen-Duiveland or Tholen likely
had few similarities with occupation in Noord-Holland or Utrecht.

This basic introduction provides a backdrop against which two important eras can
be explored. The Great War presented Zeeland with a host of challenges to its supposed
neutrality and offered a very different experience compared to what Belgium and France
had gone through in 1914. Consequently, the Dutch had a much different point of
reference to conceptualize the invasion and occupation in May 1940. Additionally, the
post-war period and the economic crises of the 1930s not only significantly affected the

dominantly agrarian lifestyles of Zeeland’s many fishermen and farmers, but also the

newly industrialized centres of Vlissingen and Terneuzen.

> De Bree, Zeeland 1940-1945, 6. “Elk van de zeven Zeeuwse delen zijn eigen dialect, in 1919 ook nog
zijn eigen klederdracht of klederdrachten; elk eiland zijn eigen verzorgingscentrum, zijn eigen markt, zijn
eigen leefklimaat.”
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The Great War and the Netherlands, 1914-1918

Few historians have investigated how the Great War affected the Netherlands.
Maartje Abbenhuis argued that because the Second World War, or simply “the war” in
Dutch parlance, affected the Netherlands irreclaimably the history of the First World War
was simply not a priority for Dutch historians in the post-1945 era.”* Consequently, only
a handful of studies on the Great War and the Netherlands existed until the late 1990s.”
Abbenhuis examined how the Netherlands navigated along the often difficult path to
maintain its neutrality, and how on many occasions the towns along the borders of
Germany and Belgium dealt with refugees, the black market, and other pressing
circumstances which effectively violated their neutral status. According to Abbenhuis,
the Dutch remained neutral by “compromising with each belligerent when and where
possible, even at the expense of conceding its own independence and neutrality.””* What
Abbenhuis observes for the First World War is the pragmatism with which the Dutch
approached occupation and destruction.

Because of its proximity to the fighting in Belgium and northern France,
Zeeland’s waterways and strategic position naturally made Great War neutrality
challenging. As early as 21 September 1914, the Imperial German cruiser, Karlsruhe,
sunk the Dutch cargo ship Maria en route to Ireland. This was one of many Dutch ships

leaving from ports in Zeeland that were destroyed by the German navy over the course of

32 Abbenhuis, The Art of Staying Neutral, 14-15.

33 For instance, Marc Frey, Der Erste Weltkrieg und die Niederlande (Miinchen: Oldenbourg
Akadamieverlag, 1998); Hubert P. van Tuyll van Serooskerken, The Netherlands and World War I (Leiden:
Brill, 2001); Herman Amersfoort and Wim Klinkert (eds), Small Powers in the Age of Total War, 1900-
1940 (Leiden: Brill, 2011).

> Abbenhuis, The Art of Staying Neutral, 17.
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the war, including the Medea, Katwijk, Tubantia and the Palembang.’® By 1918, a total
of 121 Dutch cargo ships were sunk, among them some 96 Zeeuwse fishing vessels that
were shot at, torpedoed, or destroyed by mines drifting through the Schelde or North Sea.
The cost was roughly 1,200 Dutch lives.”® Newspaper headlines from Middelburg and
other towns reveal that the German introduction of airpower, mainly by employing
Zeppelins to bomb certain targets, caused much consternation for some in Zeeland.”’
Throughout the war, there were several cases of both British and German aircraft making
emergency landings in Zeeuws-Vlaanderen and Walcheren after overshooting the
objectives of Zeebrugge or IJzer.”® On 23 September 1914, only days after the sinking of
the Maria, the Middelburgsche Courant published an article entitled “Our Neutrality” in
which the editors urged the central Dutch government to pursue belligerents who had
dropped bombs from Zeppelins that had landed along Zeeland’s eastern border in towns
like Bergen-op-Zoom and as far north or east as Nijmegen. Other bombs had also
exploded in Zeeland in Zierikzee, Sluis, and Goes.”® The article recommended that “when
it could be determined that this [Zeppelin] has thrown bombs, then there is every reason
to question the government vigorously to insist on strict punishment of those reckless acts
and [demand] reimbursement for damages.”® The author of this article thought that the

neutral Netherlands should not have to fear destruction from the sky and, moreover,

> On the Tubantia, see P. Moeyes, “Interpretations of Neutrality, 1914-1918,” in Small Powers in the Age
of Total War, 1900-1940 edited by Herman Amersfoort and Wim Klinkert, (Leiden: Brill, 2011), 77.

* De Bree, Zeeland 1940-1945, 2.

>" See for instance a detailed report of airpower over Zeeland, Breskensche Courant, “De oorlog,” 30
December 1914, 2.

* de Bree, Zeeland, 1940-1945, 3.

* de Bree, Zeeland, 1940-1945, 3.

% Middelburgsche Courant, “Onze Neutraliteit,” Wednesday 23 September 1914, 1. All newspapers used
in this study were accessed online through Krantenbankzeeland.nl, a provincial initiative to digitize and
make available newspapers from the late nineteenth century onward. “wanneer het mocht worden
vastgesteld welke vlieger deze bommen gegooid heeft, dan zal er alle reden voor zijn om bij de betrokken
regeering krachtig aan te dringen op strenge bestraffing van die roekelooze daad en op vergoeding der
aangebrachte schade.”
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“That [the bombing] was done over a neutral country can only be explained by, and not
defended by, [a pilot’s] irresponsible mistake in calculating the place where he was, and
that it was done over an open city without defense makes the matter worse.”" This
emphasis on Dutch neutrality during the Great War would resonate with similar claims
made during the 1930s.

It would be dangerous to assume such attitudes regarding neutrality could be
ascribed to all Zeeuwen, but the article does articulate how some conceptualized the
Netherlands’ rather exceptional status among nations engulfed by war. The Dutch had,
after all, remained neutral since 1815. Such status, however, did not mean that Zeeland
was unfamiliar with military obligations. On the contrary, the unique contours of the land
and familiarity with the maritime environment and industry meant that the Zeeuwen were
often at the forefront of maintaining Dutch neutrality. As the gateway to the Schelde
estuary and Antwerp, Zeeland was vulnerable to attacks, yet in the early twentieth
century the General Staff allocated only a token defence force to Zeeland. Growing
tension between Britain and Imperial Germany in 1910, however, led the Dutch
government to plan the construction of a large fortified position in Vlissingen.*® Even
before plans for the fortress materialized, Britain, France, and Belgium accused the Dutch
of neglecting their role as a neutral country and claimed they had sided with Germany.
Abbenhuis rightly stated that this controversy indicates how central the Schelde and

Zeeland could figure in a continental dispute.®® Far from being an obscure rural province,

" Middelburgsche Courant, “Onze Neutraliteit,” Wednesday 23 September 1914, 1. “Dat het gedaan werd
boven een neutraal land kan alleen verklaard, maar zeker niet verdedigd worden, door een, voor een vlieger
onverantwoordelijke vergissing in berekening van de plaats waar hij was Dat he gebeurde boven een open
stad zonder verdediging, maakt de zaak nog erger.”

52 Abbenhuis, The Art of Staying Neutral, 40.

53 Abbenhuis, The Art of Staying Neutral, 40.
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Zeeland was at the heart of both defence and neutrality and remained the focus of much
international discussion both before and during the Great War.

Whether one lived in Zeeuws-Vlaanderen on the Belgian border or as far north as
St. Philipsland in Tholen, the Zeeuwen became familiar with the sights and sounds of war
that had brought much destruction to neighbouring Belgium and France. That the
Territorial Commander of Zeeland (7erritoriale Bevelhebber in Zeeland) issued
proclamations warning Zeeland’s residents about undetonated ordnance found on their
property suggests that the Zeeuwen were exposed to some of the dangers that other bona
fide belligerents faced during the period.** As early as 29 August 1914 the Dutch
government declared that the Province was in a “state of siege” (in Staat van beleg), the
increasing rate at which the residual effects of war were being felt in Zeeland made an
indelible print on daily life.®> By 1915 Zeeland’s traditional municipal administrative
bodies were governed by the armed forces to ensure the country’s neutrality was not
being compromised. This is a significant point. Although the Dutch were neutral, they
had experience in implementing emergency measures to combat the residual effects of a
war of which they were not a part.

The larger provincial towns of Middelburg and Vlissingen saw the flow of

refugees from Belgium and Northern France beginning immediately after German attacks

8 Jerseksche en Thoolsche Courant, “Waarschuwing: Artillerie-Schietoefeningen,” 3 July 1915. For
instance, “De Territoriale Bevelhebber in Zeeland enz., waarschuwt een ieder tegen het aanraken van niet
gesprongen artillerie-projectielen, zijnde zulks levensgevaarlijk. Van het vinden van dergelijke projectielen
moet onmiddellijk kennis gegeven worden aan den Burgemeester ter plaatse of den Kantonnements-
commandant te Krabbendijke. Schijven, vlaggen, overblijfseleu van gesprongen projectielen zijn
Rijkseigendommen, waarvan het ontvreemden strafbaar is volgens de Wet.”

% For a detailed discussion on the Qorlogswet (War Law) of 1899 and the differences between “state of
war” and “state of siege,” see Abbenhuis, The Art of Staying Neutral, 139ff. Contemporary newspapers also
issued the regulations. Cf. lerseksche en Thoolsche Courant, 3 July 1915, “Gezien de Koninklijke
Besluiten van 29 August 1914 (Stbl. no. 435), van 8 September 1914 (Stbl. no. 448) en van 11 Febr. Stbl.

5 9

no. 81, waarbij de gemeenten in de Provincie Zeeland zijn verklaard ‘in Staat van beleg’.
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on Belgium. Refugees put pressure on Zeeland’s territorial and neutral integrity, as well
as its resources. In December 1914, the Inspector for Public Health, G. de Graeft,
traveled to Vlissingen to monitor the current influx of Belgian refugees that had crossed
the Schelde from Zeeuws-Vlaanderen. The inspector, whose job was to oversee providing
public housing for these people, found that over 5000 Belgian refugees were being put up
in private homes. The government ordered the construction of four experimental housing
units (loodsen),’® which could house between 350 and 400 refugees. These helped
monitor the refugees.®’

The generous treatment of Belgian refugees stemmed from the widespread news
of German atrocities. Yet the local press chose not to take sides, instead offering a more
abstract and neutral view of the war that denounced war in general. In Breskens, the
Breskensche Courant published articles on the treatment of the Belgians at the hands of
advancing German units—the so-called German atrocities—as well as the plight of
Belgian children.”® As early as February 1915, the editors of the Breskensche Courant
used Belgian refugees as the physical manifestation of the war’s malevolence. In this
way, the editors began publishing pieces explicitly condemning the war and highlighting

its disastrous effects on Zeeuwse society. The editors used some of the first issues of the

year to reflect on the war’s development: “Today is the first full half year of the war. A

% This Dutch term is very difficult to render into English and roughly translates to “pilotage” or something
characterized by or of experimentation—perhaps even a type of tenement house.

7 Vlissingsche Courant, “Nederland en de Oorlog: Belgische vluchtelingen,” 14 December 1914, 1. “De
inspecteur der Volksgezondheid, in het bijzonder belast met het toezicht op de handhaving der wettelijke
bepalingen betreffende de volkshuisvesting, jhr. G. de Graeff, is Vrijdagsavond teruggekeerd van een reis
van Vlissingen... Te Vlissingen zijn thans pl.m 5000 vluctelingen in particuliere woningen gehuisvest. Het
aantal woningen bedraagt ongeveer 800. Er worden daar vier loodsen gebouwd, die in ieder 350 a 400
menschen kunnen bevattend en waarin dus een deel der vluchtelingen zal kunnen worden ondergebracht.
Het algemeene streven is echter, te bewerkstelligen, dat de mensen zich zooveel mogelijk in de door de
regeering gestichte vluchtdorpen vestigen.

8 Breskensche Courant, “Breskens, 8. December 1914,” 9 December 1914, 2.
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full six months now that millions of men, in the prime of their lives, [were] snatched from
their usual labour in society and from their families, in two giant groups facing each other
with no other immediate objective than to kill, maim, or wound as many of their

‘enemies’ as possible.”

Weekly newspapers in Tholen, further away from the Belgian
border, reveal a similar anti-war sentiment, though issues of Belgian refugees figure less
prominently in the press due to Tholen’s isolation. The lerseksche en Thoolsche Courant
asked its readers “Will the New Year bring change and perhaps a breath of fresh air?”
and later admonished both Germany and the Entente, exclaiming that they should “Cease

70
”" These common

fighting! throw down the weapons, [and] end the mass murder.
editorials are resoundingly anti-war in tone.

By 1916, the people of Zeeland began to feel the effects of resource scarcity.
Most newspapers from the Province generally included detailed reports on the war’s
development. In 1916 the major newspaper of Goes in Zuid-Beveland published a three-
column article entitled “The Paper Crisis” as part of the war news in which the authors
used the scarcity of paper to highlight the dearth of other supplies like raw materials and
grain.”’ Just as the newspapers were reporting on the conditions of the French and British
armies after the Somme, Zeeland also began dealing with government-imposed

regulations like the Bruinbroodregeling (Brown Bread Regulation), or noodbrood

(emergency bread). In April 1916, the Minister of Agriculture, Trade and Industry held a

% Breskensche Courant, “Tegen den oorlog,” 3 February 1915, 1. “Heden is het eerste halve jaar van den
oorlog vol. Een vol half jaar staan nu millioenen mannen in de kracht van hun leven, ontrukt aan hun
gewonen maatschappelijken arbeid en aan hun gezinnen, in twee reusachtige machsgroepen tegenover
elkander met geen ander onmiddelijke doel dan om zoovelen hunner "vijanden" als slechts mogelijk is,
dood, verminkt of gewond buiten gevecht te stellen.”

" Jerseksche en Thoolsche Courant, “De Oorlog,” 1 January 1915. “Zal het Nieuwe jaar verandering en
misschien verluchting brengen?...Staakt het strijden! Werpt de wapenen neer; eindigt den massamoord, gij
menschenkinderen

" Goessche Courant, “Verspreid Oorlogs-Nieuws: de papiernood”, 17 June 1916, 2.
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conference with the executive of the Nederlandschen Bakkersgezellen-Bond (Dutch
Bakers Union) to discuss the prevailing food shortages in their communities.”* The
minister planned to ask the mayors of each town to enforce the government provisions to
produce bread with adulterated flour in order to ration the Province’s cereals.”” The
editors of the Middelburgsche Courant blamed the dismal situation facing the Zeeuwen
on Britain’s maritime and economic blockade, calling the war De Handelsoorlog (War of
Trade). They also claimed that Dutch bakers had been exporting bread to Belgium
illegally as part of the growing black market, which partially explained the current state
of affairs.”* Nonetheless, this measure affected not only Zeeland but also the rest of the
Netherlands and preceded an even more intense period of scarcity. Until that point, the
government had left supply issues to private organizations, but by 1917 the government
recognized the need to assuage Dutch foodstuff shortages and intervened directly.”

On 19 August 1916, the Dutch government devised the Distributiewet
(Distribution Law), which monitored stocks of goods, distributed raw materials to key
industries, and kept account of domestic consumption needs.’® The government began by
regulating bread with the Bruinbroodregeling, but by the following year it had issued
ration cards for most staple items, such as milk, butter, meat, soap, potatoes, and cheese.

In February 1917, adults received about 400 grams of bread per day. By late 1918,

2 Goessche Courant, “Bruinbroodregeling,” 22 April 1916, 2.

3 Goessche Courant, “Bruinbroodregeling,” 22 April 1916, 2. “De minister was voornemens den
burgemeesters te verzoeken, aan de bruinbroodregeling stipt de hand te houden en opgave te verstrekken
van de patroons, die hieraan niet voldeden, opdat die bakkerijen verstoken zouden blijven van de
verstrekking van regeeringsmeel.”

™ Middelburgsche Courant, “De Handelsoorlog,” 6 March 1916, 3; Middelburgsche Courant, “Uitvoer
stopgezet,” 17 August 1916. “Naar wij uit goede bron vernemen zal de uitvoer van brood naar Belgie de
volgende week geheel worden stopgezet.” The paper also said the same about the exportation of onions, see
for example, Middelburgsche Courant, “Uitvoer van uien weer stopgezet,” 18 August 1916.

> Abbenhuis, The Art of Staying Neutral, 188-189.

7 Abbenhuis, The Art of Staying Neutral, 189.
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however, food rations had decreased to four kilograms of potatoes per week, and 200
grams of bread and 100 milliliters of milk per day.”” These strenuous average rations
affected urban and rural regions differently. In Zeeland, although foodstuffs were readily
available, the majority of farmers were forced to raise the prices of their produce. Until
the Distributiewet, prices of produce were generally what they had been in 1914. But, as
one in Breskens put it, “with the New year [1917], the minister of agriculture raised
prices, which for many thin wallets is an unpleasant surprise.”’® Apples, a staple export
from parts of Zeeland, increased by 5 '2 cents per kilogram, while red and yellow
cabbage also increased by 5 to 6 cents per kilo. Salt, which had a pre-war price of 1 cent
per kilogram, doubled by 1917. Petroleum prices also increased by 4 cents, reaching
about 14 cents per can.”” Eggs, which normally sold for 9 ' cents in the early 1900s,
were now sold for 14 cents. Cheese farmers and their consumers in Zeeland experienced
some of the most severe price increases. Gouda cheese without the Rijksmerk
(government brand) cost about 55 cents per pound and 11.5 cents per ounce. Cheeses
with the Rijksmerk were 61 cents per pound and 13 cents per ounce.*

Increased government control on production and higher prices encouraged black
marketers and smuggling. This was a particularly difficult problem for the central

government to monitor and was prevalent in Zeeland, especially in Zeeuws-Vlaanderen

along the Belgian border. In May 1917, police in the town of Sluis began to crack down

" Abbenhuis, The Art of Staying Neutral, 189

"8 Breskenssche Courant, “Verhoogde prijzen,” 6 January 1917. “Met Nieuwjaar zijn door den minister
van landbouw verschillende prijzen verhoogd die voor menige dunne beurs een onaangename surprise is.

" See for instance, Goessche Courant, “De Gasprijzen,” 3 March 1917, 1.

% Breskenssche Courant, “Verhoogde prijzen,” 6 January 1917. “De kaassoorten sloegen elk met 5 cent per
pond op; jonge Goudsche kaas zonder Rijksmerk kost voortaan 55 cent per pond of 11 % cent per ons.
Oudere kaas met Rijksmerk kost 61 cent per pond en 13 cent per ons, zonder Rijksmerk is de prijs per pond
2 cent en per ons Y cent lager, dus respectievelijk 59 cent en 12 % cent.” Cf. Goessche Courant,
“Minimumprijzen landbouwproducten,” 22 February 1917, 2.
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on black market trade and piracy. On 7 May, police apprehended a man from IJzendijke
(Zeeuws-Vlaanderen) and two Belgians. A search of the man’s house in IJzendijke
uncovered more than 85 kilograms of hard soap, more than 17 kilograms of coffee beans,
and a large quantity of cacao.® Not only were the borderlands subjected to smuggling
and black market trade. The Goessche Courant reported that the tugboat Jantina
Rensiena had cruised the Schelde for some time before coming into Middelburg.
Suspicious of its activity, the authorities searched the vessel and discovered it was filled
with contraband fats and soap. Both the captain and the first mate were arrested and
brought to Middelburg.®

The regulation of food prices and production had profound implications for daily
life in Zeeland. Given its proximity to Belgium and high domestic prices imposed by the
province and central government, some Zeeuwen turned to illicit trade and smuggling to
assuage daily needs. They reacted to these difficult years with pragmatism and
accommodated to their conditions accordingly.

These issues coincided with an important change in how newspapers reported on
the war’s development. Initially, newspapers like the Middelburgsche Courarnt and the
Breskensche Courant contested the war, outlined military operations in Flanders and
northern France, and focused on the external pressures facing the province and the
importance of upholding the country’s neutrality. By 1916, however, one observes a

marked change in the types of stories the major newspapers published. The vast majority

81 Breskenssche Courant, “Breskens, 8 Mei 1917, 2. “De vorige week kon de politie alhier een geode slag
slaan. Bij een poging tot smokkelen zijn gesnapt een tweetal Belgen en een bewoner van IJzendijke,
meevoerende 85 kilograms harde zeep. Bij een grensbewoner werd na huiszoeking in beslaggenomen een
hoeveelheid cacao en 17 KG koffieboonen.”

82 Goessche Courant, “Hansweert,” 5 May 1917, 1. “Bij het visiteeren der sleepboot ‘Jantina Rensiena’,
kapitein v. K., werd door de ambtenaren alhier een partijtje smokkelwaar gevonden, bestaande uit vet en
zeep. Sleepboot en smokkelwaar zijn in beslag genomen, terwijl de kapitein en de stuurman gevankelijk
naar Middelburg zijn gebracht.”
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of headlines began to deal with the many internal conflicts the Dutch faced as a result of
the war. Military operations were no longer the most important stories to report, but
rather the side-effects that had put increasing pressure on the province. The introduction
of rationing, the flow of Belgian refugees, and a flourishing black market meant that
Zeeland and the rest of the country only nominally maintained their neutrality.

For the duration of the war, the waters that encircle and crisscross the province
remained subjected to the sights and sounds of war, which for many reinforced the
importance of upholding neutrality in the Netherlands. On 2 January 1917, the people
living in South Vlissingen woke up to find a German destroyer stranded on the coast. One
observer noted that some of its munitions had fallen out and that there was a possibility of
the ordnance exploding under water or against the shore.*” In another case in January
1918, a German pilot made an emergency landing in Sluis while trying to take aerial
photographs of the Belgian-Dutch border. The pilot was questioned and then interned in
one of several prisoner of war (POW) camps in the Netherlands.** As a neutral country,
and broker of the Hague Conventions of 1899 and 1907, the Netherlands set up POW
camps to deal with prisoners and deserters who crossed over the borders from Germany

and Belgium.

8 Middelburgsche Courant, “Uit Vlissingen,” 2 January 1917, 1. “In den vroegen morgen van Zondag is
ten N. van het fort de Nolle te Vlissingen de torpedoboot G1 gestrand. Naar wij vernemen was de boot die
voor anker lag van haar anker geslagen en is toen in den storm en duisternis op de steenglooing van een
oud paalhoofd geslagen. Een der onderofficieren had de pistolen van de torpedo's afgehaald en daardoor
voorkomen, dat deze ontploften bij het stooten tegen den wal.

Door het brengen van een lijn naar den wal door een der matrozen, konden de opvarenden zich
reden. De boot zat gisteren nog op dezelfde plaats en zoowel Zondag als gisteren werd druk gewerkt aan
het demonteeren der boot, die vrij ernstig beschadigd is. Het is te begrijpen, dat vele personen van de twee
vrije dagen gebruik maakten om eens een kijkje te gaan nemen, maar niet velen hebben iets gezien daar de
dijk bij de punt voor het fort door de militairen was afgezet.”

% Middelburgsche Courant, “Vliegmachine gedaald,” 2 January 1918, 1.
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These incidents illustrate that many Zeeuwen experienced the effects of the Great
War in a different and peripheral way compared to how the Belgians or French endured
the physical destruction of war. The clearest difference between the experience of the
Netherlands compared to that of Belgium and France is that the former’s neutrality
prevented widespread destruction from spilling over Dutch borders. Both France and
Belgium had been occupied, civilian homes had billeted Imperial German troops, and
civilians in Flanders and northern France saw and heard death and destruction on a
widespread scale. In short, the Dutch experience was dramatically different and many in
the country accounted for this difference by the country’s neutral status.

For Zeeland, the armistice announced in November 1918 meant that soldiers on
guard could once again return home and were no longer in a “state of siege.” All
foreigners interned on Dutch territory like prisoners of war and the thousands of refugees
were to begin planning their return.** Importantly, government interference with prices
and production would soon stop, and the market would eventually return to its prewar
trends.

Although the Dutch managed to maintain their neutrality, the residual effects of
war still affected the people of Zeeland. Whether imagined or not, many Zeeuwen felt
threatened from the use of airpower and were often subjected to stringent government
control. However, the key difference in experiences between the Netherlands and the rest
of Western Europe was that the residual effects of war led to a greater investment in
neutrality. According to many in Zeeland, the country’s neutral status meant that the

province had not been occupied by a foreign sovereign in the way that Belgium and

% Middelburgsche Courant, “Terugkeer van krijgsgevangen,” 12 November 1918, 1.
86 Middelburgsche Courant, “Distributie en productie,” 11 November 1918, 1.
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France had. Until the Meidagen (May Days) of 1940 the Netherlands tenaciously clung to
what its citizens believed saved them from the ravages of war in 1914. Neutrality, many
Dutch believed, offered the greatest defense in an increasingly hostile Europe. In the end,
however, Zeeland’s position within the neutral Netherlands embodied a paradox: the
province’s topography and geographic position created a type of negotiated neutrality in
the twentieth century. As we will see, this unfamiliarity and inexperience played a key
role in Zeeland’s reactions to the Nazi invasion in 1940 and how they attempted to
recover. This, however, did not mean the Dutch were unfamiliar with stringent

government control during times of crisis.

The 1920s and 1930s in Zeeland: Annexation, Economic Growth, and Financial Crisis
The immediate postwar era ushered in a series of changes to the socio-economic
and political landscape of Zeeland. One of the most complex political issues that
Zeeland’s government dealt with, and one that called into question the loyalty of the
Zeeuwen to the Netherlands, came from Belgium and the Comité de Politique Nationale.
In 1919, in the midst of negotiations at Versailles, the Belgian government began
advocating for the annexation of Zeeuws-Vlaanderen on the grounds that the Schelde
would improve the economic conditions of Belgium. The debate about whether or not
Zeeuws-Vlaanderen should be part of Belgium was centuries old, so it is no surprise that
after the tumultuous experience of the Great War questions about Belgium’s reparations
also included territorial expansion. Even the Dutch historian de Bree admitted that the

9587

Belgian “position was not utterly incomprehensible.”" For it would provide the Belgians

with a port on the southern side of the Schelde. The proposal of the Comité, which the

¥7 de Bree, Zeeland 1940-1945, 9. “Volstrekt onbegrijpelijk was deze houding niet.”
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Belgian government in Brussels supported, argued that if France should reclaim Alsace
and Lorraine from Germany, then Belgium should also reclaim what was rightfully and
historically theirs. To compensate its losses, according to the Comité, the Netherlands
would receive adjacent parts of Germany. The plan received little support at Versailles.
While France showed some willingness to favor the Belgian cause to have a country from
the ‘Mosel to the Rhine’, both Britain and the United States vehemently opposed the
annexation of a neutral country during war.*® The debate had once again brought the
Netherlands into the world of geopolitics.

If the plan had received little support among diplomats at Versailles, it earned
even less in Zeeuws-Vlaanderen and the rest of the Province. The great powers requested
that an entourage from Den Haag, led by Minister H.A. van Karnebeek, visit Versailles to
discuss the Dutch position on the matter.*” In both East- and West-Zeeuwsch-Vlaanderen,
many municipal and residential buildings and businesses flew the Dutch flag to protest
the annexation proposal and to show their support to the Dutch monarchy. In most
communes in Zeeuws-Vlaanderen, towns established protest-committees and planned
public rallies to contest annexation, which were led by preachers, pastors, politicians, and
journalists, all of whom highlighted the important historical bond between Zeeland and
the House of Orange. Importantly, “they wanted no action taken against the Belgians, but
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against the annexationists among them.”” The delegates in Versailles decided that a

% de Bree, Zeeland 1940-1945, 10. “Frankrijk toonde enige bereidheid zijn klein noorderbuur ter wille te
zijn. Engeland en de USA verklaarden zich tegen elk pogen de Belgische staat ten koste van de
Nederlandse te vergroten.”

% de Bree, Zeeland 1940-1945, 10. “Op verzoek van de geallicerden reisde een omvangrijke deputatie uit
Den Haag naar versailles, om daar als gelijkberechtigde partij het nederlandse standpunt kenbaar te maken.
Minister H.A. van Karnebeek, die een knap verdediger van de Nederlandse belangen bleek te zijn, wist zich
sterk gesteund door de publieke opinie, in het bijzonder die in de omstreden gebieden.”

% de Bree, Zeeland 1940-1945, 10. “De sprekers- predicanten, pastoors, politici- zij wensten geen actie
tegen Belgen, maar uitsluitend tegen de annexationisten onder hen.”
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plebiscite be held in Zeeland to decide whether Zeeuws-Vlaanderen would remain part of
the province. About seven weeks after the vote, Queen Wilhemina arrived in Vlissingen
on 5 March 1919 to a celebratory reception, parade, and naval flotilla led by the Dutch
cruiser Hydra. In her speech to the people of Zeeland, the Queen famously stated that

“the people of Zeeuws-Vlaanderen are Dutch and shall remain that way.””'

Upon her
return to Den Haag, the Queen wrote “I felt compelled to say how deeply affected I was
by the impressive national parade, which has given my visit to both parts of Zeeuws-
Vlaanderen great historical significance.”®* After months of debate and negotiation, the
plebiscite showed that the people of Zeeuws-Vlaanderen and Zeeland wanted to remain a
part of the Netherlands, and the threat of annexation eventually subsided.

The annexation issue was only one of many external obstacles Zeeland had to
surmount during the post-war period and as the province negotiated with the outside
world. It took considerable time for market forces and economies to adjust to peacetime
production, so the threat of being subsumed under Belgian suzerainty was at the nadir of
Zeeland’s troubles.” The 1920s witnessed an increase in industrialization and

modernization for many parts of the Province. Importantly, however, this growth was

neither distributed evenly nor uniformly.

T de Bree, Zeeland 1940-1945, 10-11. “De bevolking van Zeeuwsch-Vlaanderen is Nederlands en zal dit
blijven.”

92 Middelburgsche Courant, “Het Koninklijk bezoek aan Z-Vlaanderen,” 7 March 1919, 1. “Bij mijn
terugkeer te 's-Gravenhage gevoelde ik mij gedrongen uit te spreken, hoe diep ik getroffen ben door de
indrukwekkende nationale betooging, welke aan dezen dag van mijn bezoek aan beide gedeelten van
Zeeuwsch-Vlaanderen een groote historische beteekenis heeft gegeven. De gevoelens van trouw en
verknochtheid aan ons dierbaar vaderland, welke heden wederom op zoo trefeende wijze tot uiting werden
gebracht, hebben mij tot diepgevoelde erkentelijkheid gestemd.”

3 A survey of the major newspapers, Middelburgsche Courant, Goessche Courant, Breskensche Courant,
etc., shows that towns were very concerned with how the war affected the production and distribution of
agricultural products and employment, and this trend continues well into 1920.
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As described above, some demographic changes partially reflect the changing
economic and social complexion of the Province, particularly the improvement of
infrastructure. In towns where ports and harbours dominated commerce and industry,
such as Vlissingen and Terneuzen, the population typically increased following the war
(see Appendix I). Although Zeeland’s ports had always been important for seafaring
trade and commerce, the advent of railway connections and land transport facilitated both
travel and industry.’ In 1875, the Stoomvaart Maatschappij Zeeland (Steamship
Company of Zeeland) established its headquarters in Vlissingen to provide a cross-
channel service to England. In that same year, the shipbuilding firm De Schelde was
founded and provided employment for many men in Vlissingen and surrounding areas.
Following the war, this company received government subsidies to modernize its inner-
and outer-port which became a fueling station for other seagoing vessels.”

But it was, as de Bree wrote, the development of infrastructure in the 1920s that
brought Zeeland into an age of modernity.’® Established in late 1919, the N.V.
Provinciale Zeeuwsche Electriciteitsmaatschappij (Zeeland Provincial Electricity
Company/PZEM) began providing electricity to many towns in the province and took
over several smaller electricity companies in the region. The PZEM laid a cable under the
Westerschelde to connect the six islands of Zeeland, and constructed a separate power
station in Westdorpe for Zeeuws-Vlaanderen. Eventually, the PZEM monopolized the

inchoate power industry in Zeeland. By 1 January 1939, the entire province’s electricity

% Dirk Marc de Waard, “Luctor et Emergo: The Impact of the Second World War on Zeeland,” (M.A.
thesis, Wilfrid Laurier University, 1983), 10.

%5 de Waard, “Luctor et Emergo: The Impact of the Second World War on Zeeland,” 12.

% de Bree, Zeeland 1940-1945, 12. “Infrastructurele voorzieningen brachten Zeeland in de jaren twintig
nader tot de modern samenleving.”
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was administered by the PZEM, with the exception of Tholen and Sint-Philipsland,
whose electricity was provided by a company in Noord-Brabant.”’

Railways also deepened the connections between Zeeland and the rest of the
country, as well as Belgium. In March 1920, a steam train line offered transport between
Breskens and Sluis in Zeeuws-Vlaanderen to Maldeghem in Belgium, increasing mobility
for the residents of that part of the province south of the Schelde.”® Although there were
talks of expanding train lines to other towns and building a more comprehensive transport
system for the region, it is clear that the Stoomtram Maatschappij (Steamtrain Company)
for Breskens required more funding than what the province and investors had provided.”’
On the other hand, bicycles were (and still are) much more common in the Province. In
1929, for example, a bridge was constructed between Tholen and Noord-Brabant. In one
year, no more than 120 automobiles had travelled across the bridge, which was more
widely used for bicycle traffic.

These changes in transport also coincided with the introduction or expansion of
waterleiding, or public water systems, and this was particularly important for the
countryside. The larger towns of Vlissingen and Middelburg had watermains at the turn
of the nineteenth century, but many Zeeuwen preferred rainwater. De Bree characterized
the Zuid-Bevelanders as “in general somewhat more progressive” since many of them

had tap water as early as 1913. Tholen introduced waterworks in 1923, Sint-Philipsland

%7 de Bree, Zeeland 1940-1945, 13. “Levering van energie van een centraal punt uit stuitte op praktische
bezwaren; met name tegen het leggen van een kabel over de bodem van de Westerschelde opperden de
technische adviseurs ernstige bedenkingen. Daarom bouwde de PZEM te Westdorpe een aparte centrale
voor Zeeuwsch-Vlaanderen. Maar liefst 26 gemeentelijke distributiebedrijfjes in dit gebied werden
achtereenvolgens door de provinciale maatschappij overgenomen--het laatste op 1 Januari 1939.”

% Breskensche Courant, “De tramweg Breskens-Sluis met zijlijnen,” 10 March 1920, 1.

%9 Breskensche Courant, “De tramweg Breskens-Sluis met zijlijnen,” 10 March 1920, 1-2. “De
Maatschappij wil krachtig medewerken aan de totstandkoming der lijnen en harerzijds ook financieel flink
steunen. Willen de lijnen tot stand kunnen komen, dan zullen echter belanghebbenden uit de streek zich
ook aanmerkelijke geldelijke offers moeten getroosten.”
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in 1924, Schouwen-Duiveland in 1930, and Zeeuws-Vlaanderen in 1936. It took until
1954 for the people of Noord-Beveland to replace cistern wells with running water.'*’

Such development widened the difference between the province’s urban and rural
residents unevenly across Zeeland. The various industries that existed offered
employment opportunities for some Zeeuwen, but most were available in larger towns
like Vlissingen, Breskens, Terneuzen, and, to a lesser extent, the political capital
Middelburg. In many villages, agrarian life remained largely unchanged and the emphasis
placed on the expansion of infrastructure here, as a way to demonstrate broader trends of
industrialization in the region, should not obscure the fact that Zeeland was a dominantly
agriculture-based economy. The economic crisis of the late 1920s and 1930s thus had
disastrous effects on Zeeland’s socio-economic conditions and presented the Province
with an unprecedented set of challenges. Increasing connections, industrially and
economically, with the outside world put the Dutch at risk regardless of the country’s
neutrality.

The Zeeuwse newspapers Goessche Courant, lerseksche en Thoolsche Courant,
or the Zierikzeesche Nieuwsbode, for example, did not begin reporting on the economic
situation in the United States until about 4 November 1929. Even then the paper in Goes
published a small article on the recent issues in the American automotive industry and

delegated it to the last page.''

The problems in foreign industry were not the top-priority
for many newspapers reporting on more dissociated and rural issues. By January 1930,

Middelburg reported that from 1929 to 1930 the grain markets in the province fluctuated

100 4e Bree, Zeeland 1940-1945, 13. “De Zuidbevelanders, in het algemeen iets vooruitstrevender, leerden
het kraanwater al in 1913 kennen...”
1 Goessche Courant, “Amerikaansche automobielindustrie,” 6 November 1929, 4.
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only “very slightly.” ™ In the more industrial town of Vlissingen, however, reporters paid

close attention to American President Herbert Hoover’s plans to generate industry by

103 . :
Yet, the province was not immune to

developing hydroelectricity in the United States.
rising tariffs. The Vlissingsche Courant also warned investors and businesses that the port
authorities in Antwerp had raised their duties on goods by 50 centimes per gross ton,
from 3.00 frs to 3.50 frs.'"*

These contemporary reports belied a serious but nascent problem in the
dominantly agrarian region, which could be seen in the rising prices of foodstuffs and
increased costs of land. The price of grain from the Province listed on the Rotterdam
market decreased from 15.12 florins per 100 kilograms to a meager 8.54 florins in 1930.
Barley worth 9.79 florins in 1926 dropped to 6.82 florins in 1933 and to 4.47 florins later
that year. Kidney beans were worth 20.90 florins per 100 kilograms on the Middelburg
grain market in 1926, plunging to 16.50 florins in 1930 and 10.80 florins in 1933. From
1926 to 1933, the price of pork also dropped from 0.73 florins per kilogram to 0.34

. 105
florins.

The decreases in the value of these products were commensurate with the value
of land in the province (see Appendix II). On 19 November 1930, the Zeeuwsche
Landbouwmaatschappij (ZLM/ Zeeland Agricultural Society) met in Goes to address the
crises. Roughly 1,700 farmers from all parts of Zeeland attended the meeting.'® The

meeting had the potential to become a serious protest as so many in the province

depended on agriculture, but the meeting was calm and collected. The Goessche Courant

192 ylissingsche Courant, “Marktberichten,” 2 January 1930, 3. “Wegens de festdagen was de aanvoer op

de graanmarkt heden zeer gering en werd geen noteering opgemaakt.”

19 Vlissingsche Courant, “Hoover heeft groote plannen,” 25 October 1929, 1.

1% Vlissingsche Courant, “Verhooging havenrechten te Antwerpen,” 2 January 1930, 2.
1% de Bree, Zeeland, 1940-1945, 17.

196 Goessche Courant, “De crisis-vergadering in Goes,” 21 November 1930, 1.
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attributed the crowd’s politeness to the meeting’s chairman, Mr. Dieleman, and “the

107
sober nature of most Zeeuwen.”

The ZLM agreed that immediate assistance was
necessary to stymie further deterioration of the situation in the Province, and decided that
they would take measures against the so-called “dumping” of foodstuffs and provide
greater subsidies to the many sugar beet farmers in the region. Further goals of the ZLM
included the abolition of excised meats as well as the compulsory use of a percentage of

local wheat.'*®

While some contemporaries greeted these measures with enthusiasm,
others were more skeptical and emphasized that “Only haste can prevent suffering and
misery!”'® One observer laconically noted that “we will be waiting to see what our
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government will do with our farmers.”

Despite these misgivings, still others were more
moderate and claimed that “the meeting was a great success! But here, too, we are not
there yet,” indicating a degree of reticence in government action.''' Although the
situation facing the Zeeuwen was serious, the Middelburgsche Courant tended to focus
on the distribution of bread and foodstuffs in more urban provinces like Noord-Holland

and towns outside of Zeeland, which might suggest that the consumption of foodstuffs in

Zeeland was not the issue, but rather the business many Zeeuwse farmers had lost as a

7 Goessche Courant, “De crisis-vergadering in Goes,” 21 November 1930, 1. “Een crisis-vergadering als
die van Woensdag had gemakkelijk in een felle protest-vergadering kunnen ontaarden. Dat dit niet is
geschied, is te danken aan de leiding, die bij mr. Dieleman in vertrouwde handen was, en aan de
bezadigden aard der meeste Zeeuwen.”

1% de Bree, Zeeland, 1940-1945, 18. “Eenparig waren de samengestroomden van mening, dat de
boerenstand steun van de overheid behoefde, onverwijld steun: maatregelen tegen dumping (zonodig
verhoging van invoerrechten), subsidie voor de teelt van suikerbieten en invoering van een maalgebod,
waarbij het gebruik van een zeker percentage inlandse tarwe verplicht zou worden gesteld; afschaffing van
de vleesaccijns.”

19 Goessche Courant, “De crisis-vergadering in Goes,” 21 November 1930, 1. “Spoed kan veel leed en
veel ellenden voorkomen!”

1 Goessche Courant, “De crisis-vergadering in Goes,” 21 November 1930, 1. “In een tarieven-oorlog kan
een klein landje zich onthouden zoolang het dermate athankelijk is van zijn export als Nederland. Wij
zullen dienen af te wachten wat onze regeering met onze landbouwers van plan is.”

" Goessche Courant, “De crisis-vergadering in Goes,” 21 November 1930, 1. “De vergadering is een
groot success geworden! Maar hiermede zijn we er nog niet!”
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result of poor market conditions.''? Nonetheless, the combination of higher tariffs, lower
commodity and land prices resulted in an increased rate of unemployment by the mid-
1930s.

The fishing industry on which a large number of Zeeuwen traditionally depended
also experienced similar pressures. The main fishing areas around Breskens,
Brouwershaven, Tholen, Yerseke, Arnemuiden, Veere, and Vlissingen were largely
unaffected until the early 1930s. In 1934, however, France and Belgium closed their
borders to the traditional supply of Zeeuwse shrimp, oysters, mussels, and other pelagic
foodstuffs. These were the traditional markets to which Zeeuwen exported their fish. The
French and Belgian decrees were so stringent that many fishermen were left unemployed,

3By the 1940s, Nazi authorities

exacerbating the employment conditions in the province.
dictated the rates at which farmers were paid for produce and livestock, sustaining
agricultural activities at least for the first few years of occupation.

One of the measures the provincial and central governments took to alleviate the
financial and unemployment crisis involved strengthening key manufacturing sectors
through subsidies, though this typically only helped larger port towns like Vlissingen and
Terneuzen. This meant that shipbuilding companies and maritime industry garnered
greater attention from politicians in Middelburg and Den Haag. By the early 1930s, the
Province had requested the construction of several large ships in Vlissingen: the

passenger-carrying Dempo and the motor ship Bengalen. Both of these ships, however,

were ordered by the company Rotterdam Lloyd, but constructed in Vlissingen. Other

12 Gee for instance Middelburgsche Courant, “Brooduitdeeling aan kamerleden,” 26 November 1930, 1.
'3 de Bree, Zeeland, 1940-1945, 20. “In 1934 besloten Belgie en Frankrijk de invoer van garnalen te
contingenteren. De maatregelen waren zo streng, dat de grenzen in feite voor dit visserijprodukt gesloten
werden, althans een groot deel van het jaar...In Breskens bleef inderdaad een aantal schepen werkloos
langs de kade liggen.”
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ships constructed as a way to generate the economy and decrease unemployment included
two submarines for the Koninklijke Marine (Dutch Royal Navy) and the fire-fighting
boat, Havendienst VI. The construction of these vessels still did not have the impact
politicians had hoped for. In 1933, companies De Schelde and the Provinciale
Stoombootdienst, with support of the central government and the Royal Dutch Navy,
began building the naval ship Johan Maurits van Nassau, which during the invasion of
Nazi Germany in 1940 became a cornerstone of Dutch defense.''* After 1933, the
maritime companies in the province put more effort into producing turbines, motors,

boilers, and other necessary parts.' "

During Nazi occupation, Vlissingen became an
important centre for maritime construction, which helped relieve unemployment in the
town.

In one week in January 1934, 1,082 men and 8 women were registered as
unemployed of Vlissingen’s total population of 21,716 (see Appendix I).''® Although the
Province did try to provide unemployment relief, their efforts were rarely enough to assist
such large numbers of unemployed citizens. For instance, while about 1,121 people in
Vlissingen registered as unemployed, only 129 were on relief.''” These data come from
the most populous and industrial town in the province and one can only speculate about
the situation facing families in more rural areas like Noord-Beveland or Tholen. In
Tholen, for example, newspaper headlines reflected greater skepticism when it came to

government assistance to relieve regional unemployment. One lengthy article read “Give

Us Work!” which addressed many of the problems facing the villages around Tholen and

14 Vlissingsche Courant, “De N.V. Kon. Maatsch. ‘De Schelde’,” 2 January 1934, 1.
"> de Bree, Zeeland, 1940-1945,21.

116 Vlissingsche Courant, “De werkloosheid,” 3 January 1934, 1.

17 Vlissingsche Courant, “Werkloozen,” 5 January 1934, 1.
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warned that “the injustice in income distribution is really concentrated in the younger
generation, who at the moment see only closed business.” “Here lays the central
problem,” the article continued, “which is dominated by the distribution of social income.
There is less to divide and the pot is becoming increasingly smaller as the period of
austerity and degradation lasts longer and [is] more intense.”''®

The socio-economic challenges of the era led some to speculate about the
potential offered by alternative political movements, notably communism or national
socialism. But an apostatical communism found very little support in most parts of the
province. In the “battle for better social conditions,” many churches argued that their
flocks should look to God and not an ideology that considers both Protestantism and

Catholicism as “opium for the people.”'"”

Political movements, particularly the NSB, will
be discussed in greater detail in the next chapter, but for now suffice it to say that the
socio-economic pressures of the economic crises in 1930s pushed many Zeeuwen into
thinking about the values of burgeoning political movements. Although some churches
appear to have stressed the importance of refraining from atheism and communism for
confessional reasons, every major newspaper in the province was writing about the

developments of European politics. Without overstating the influence of newspapers

among the Zeeuwen, the number of papers in the province carrying stories about Adolf

"8 Thoolsche Courant, “Geeft Ons Arbeid!,” 6 April 1934, 1. “De onrechtvaardigheid in de verdeeling van

het inkomen concentreert zich in onzen tijd bij de jongere generatie, die momenteel het bedrijfsleven voor
zich gesloten ziet. Ook voor de werkeloozen, die uit het productieproces gestooten zijn en die nergers
anderseen onderkomen weten te vinden. Zij krijgen hun werkloozensteun, die weliswaar minder is dan zij
met werk zouden hebben verdiend, maar voor broodsgebrek worden zij ongetwijfeld gespaard...Hier ligt nu
het zwaartepunt van het probleem, dat beheerscht wordt door de verdeeling van het maatschappelijk
inkomen. Er is minder te verdeelen en de pot wordt hoe langer hoe kleiner, naarmate de periode van
versobering, van afbraak langer duurt en intenser wordt.”

"9 Thoolsche Courant, “De strijd voor betere sociale toestanden. De kerk tegen Atheisme en Bolsjewisme,’
18 December 1936, 1. “Even lang als het communisme bestaat, bestaat ook de strijd van de kerk, zoowel
protestant als katholiek, [?] deze ideologie, die openlijk het atheisme predikt en elken godsdienst als 'opium
voor het volk' beschouwt.”

>
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Hitler, Benito Mussolini, the Soviet Union, and the war in Spain, suggest that Zeeuwen
were at the very least familiar with national socialism and communism—even if the

ideologies were presented in a distorted way.'*’

Jan Zwemer has rightly argued that the
economic crises of the 1930s, and the massive unemployment that the crises produced,
led to a “crisis of democracy” in Zeeland on which the origins of the Nationaal-
Socialistische Beweging (NSB/National-Socialist Movement) in the province

capitalized.'*' The boom and bust of the 1920s and 1930s had profound implications for

both occupation and post-war recovery.

Conclusion

An exploration of Zeeland’s experiences during the Great War and after shows
that the province experienced some of wartime’s hardships exemplified by stringent food
regulation policies and government interference in most daily activities, such as
conventional agricultural patterns and local economies. In addition to these economic
pressures, many of Zeeland’s inhabitants were also subjected to the sights and sounds of
war. Bombs occasionally dropped on Zeeland’s territory, neutral Dutch ships were sunk
in the Schelde, and the Province had to deal with a massive influx of Belgian refugees,
among other problems. But while Belgian and French civilians endured unprecedented
violence and destruction on their own territory, the Dutch maintained their neutrality

through strong government and were never under the sovereignty of a foreign power.

120 1n the Thoolsche Courant alone, see headlines for 17 July 1936, 18 December 1936, 14 August 1936, 13
November 1936, 31 December 1936, 5 June 1936, 6 November 1936, 15 May 1936, 6 March 1936, 18
September 1936.

121 Zwemer, Zeeland 1945-1950, 25. “...de economische crisis van de jaren 1930 met haar werkloosheid en
de ‘crisis van de democratie’, die zich in Nederland rondom de NSB gemanifesteerd had en waarvan de
Duitse bezetting als het ware het hoogtepunt vormde.”
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This had a profound effect on the political culture and mentality of politicians in the
country. In the final analysis, this was one of the most crucial differences in the wartime
experiences of western European states. For the Netherlands, it reinforced the idea that
neutrality could stave off even the most destructive war in Europe’s history. On the other
hand, a position of armed neutrality in Belgium did nothing to prevent Imperial German
armies from invading. Later, we will see this experience profoundly shaped how Dutch
authorities would conceptualize reconstruction and recovery efforts.

The 1920s ushered in the expansion of industry, infrastructure, and a prosperous
agricultural market once it had recovered from wartime regulation. The general
prosperity many Zeeuwen had experienced during the 1920s had subsided according to
broader financial developments outside of the Province in 1930. Zeeland’s predominantly
agricultural economy was once again affected by external market forces and resulted in
the loss of business for many farmers and fishermen. While the government attempted to
subsidize larger industries, like the shipbuilding sector in Vlissingen, these measures did
little to assuage the crisis in other parts of the Province like Tholen and Goes.
Consequently, some in the province thought that assistance was beyond the capacity of
strong government, or that their government was simply not strong enough. It sowed
some seeds for dissension in an already disparate province and, like elsewhere in Europe,
provided a foundation on which alternative ideologies could build. While the Netherlands
remained neutral during Germany’s rearmament in the late 1930s, ideologies from
outside Zeeland began crossing the borders well before the Second World War began.

Some of the salient issues addressed here serve as a backdrop against which we can
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explore how Zeeland negotiated Nazi occupation, war and destruction, and, finally, post-

war recovery.
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CHAPTER II
Nazi Occupation in the Countryside

In De Aanslag (The Assault), set in Nazi-occupied Holland, award-winning Dutch
novelist Harry Mulisch wrote that “a man who has never been hungry may possess a
more refined palate, but he has no idea what it means to eat.”'** Mulisch referred to the
so-called “Hunger Winter” of 1944-1945, an event which has become so entrenched,
particularly in English-language conceptions of Dutch occupation experiences, that few
would contest its historicity. In the 1980s Henri van der Zee, whose account of starvation
in Nazi-occupied Holland helped reinforce this narrative, opined “it dawned on me that
the story of Nazi-occupied Holland is almost unknown, even though, according to one
American writer, of all Western democracies the Netherlands had suffered the hardest

fate 25123

While there is no doubt that the provinces of Noord- and Zuid-Holland suffered
greatly during this period, particularly the Dutch-Jewish communities, this chapter differs
from conventional interpretations, which are almost entirely based on evidence from
urban and highly populated regions in the Netherlands, and demonstrates that the
situation facing rural Zeeland was different. This historiographical trend can be found in
arguably the most seminal English-language study on the Netherlands during Nazi
occupation written by Werner Warmbrunn in the 1960s.'** A recent study by Ralf

Futselaar, however, has cast doubt on the effects of De Hongerwinter in rural areas.

Using quantitative data and a wealth of manuscript sources, Futselaar suggests that in

122 For English edition see, Harry Mulisch, The Assault, trans. Claire Nicolas White, (New York: Pantheon

Books, 1985), 43.

' Henri A. van der Zee, The Hunger Winter: Occupied Holland, 1944-1945 (Lincoln, NB: University of
Nebraska Press, 1982/1998), 15.

124 Werner Warmbrunn, The Dutch under German Occupation, 1940-1945 (Stanford, CA: Stanford
University Press, 1963).
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rural areas people managed to avoid starvation by acquiring sufficient calories from their

own regions.'>

This, however, as he points out, was simply not the case in densely
populated and urban cities in which civilians could not acquire substantial foodstuffs.
Futselaar estimates that about 9,000 Dutch civilians died from starvation during the
winter of 1944-1945, while 26,000 alone died of tuberculosis during occupation.'*® The
central point is not to belittle the significance or degree of suffering, but to ask whether
the experiences of urbanized Dutch citizens are representative of overall experience.

This chapter sheds light on the history of occupation in a rural province and
highlights what Nazi occupation was like in a more rural environment. More broadly, it
charts the experiences of both German occupiers and Dutch civilians in Zeeland from
May 1940 up to the Allied invasion in 1944. In many ways, the Dutch were not prepared
for an invasion given their experience in the previous twenty years. It argues that the
intial presence of occupying forces in this part of the country reduced some of the
unemployment of the 1930s and was not altogether intrusive. It was, in other words, a
benign occupation. As time went on, however, German strategic concerns over the
Schelde shifted the nature of occupation and became increasingly restrictive. This chapter
suggests that Allied liberation in autumn 1944 represented a more costly and physically
damaging period than the four years under Nazi occupation. This chapter is not meant to
be comprehensive, but rather designed to sketch what occupation was like in the

province. For purposes of clarity, this chapter primarily uses a thematic structure because

of its variegated co