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On 16 July 1911, three friends dressed in velvet suits and leather sandals set out from 

Amsterdam to walk around the world. They were pacificists, vegetarians, teetotallers, socialists, 

but – above all – working-class boys set on escaping their lot in life. Without much money or 

preparation, yet buoyed by their optimism and idealism, they would make it to the Middle East 

before their journey was cut short by the First World War. Nearly a century later, a chest of their 

diaries, letters and drawings fell into historian Wim Willems’ lap, sparking a new journey to 

reconstruct their footsteps and motivations, their later lives and evolution of their ideals. 

To earn money, the three friends sold portrait cards and reported on their travels for small 

newspapers. They slept beneath the stars, or in haystacks, traversed snowy mountains barefoot; 

they were ‘hippies avant la lettre’, and their unusual fame quickly spread as they walked through 

Germany, Switzerland, Austria, Hungary, Romania, and from Constantinople to Palestine. After 

eight months, Marie Zwarts, the girlfriend of one of the three, would join the group. Eventually 

spanning years, it was not a journey free of setbacks and fights, and Willems describes their 

many encounters and impressions, as well as the surprising places their optimism and fervent 

belief in goodwill took them. Their message of pacifism and socialist unity, however, contrasted 

sharply with the world around them.  

This is an extraordinary history, one as entertaining as it is poignant, and an ode to youthful 

idealism that will capture readers’ hearts. It also includes a selection of delightful photographs 

and drawings made underway. 



The Globetrotters: A League of Idealists 

by Wim Willems. 

Sample translated by Kristen Gehrman 

Starting point: The Dam 

(pp. 11-14) 

The purpose of the journey is to find a place to stay, but often we only realize this in hindsight. This story 

of an idealistic group of travelers began on July 16, 1911. It was an early Sunday morning, and a crowd 

of people had already gathered in Amsterdam’s Dam Square around the sandstone monument across 

from the Royal Palace. Originally erected as a tribute to Dutch unity, the crumbling statue had become 

something of a standing joke among the citizens of Amsterdam. Occasionally the crowd was interrupted 

by the creaking and clanging of the electric streetcars rolling through the square. The city had recently 

done away with its horse-drawn trams, and the air no longer reeked of fresh horse droppings stuck 

between the rails. The doors of the Nieuwe Kerk were open for those who wished to attend the early 

service. Every now and then, someone would glance at the clock on the newsstand to the side of the 

square.  

 Young and old—wearing caps and hats, dresses and trousers—were all eagerly awaiting the 

arrival of the three young adventurers. They’d spread bulletins all over the city announcing that at 8:30 

a.m. on this very spot they would set off for a trip around the world. Not by train or on horseback, but 

on foot. Along the way, they hoped to earn money through the sale of portrait cards and by writing 

pieces for newspapers and magazines. They were in their early twenties and called themselves 

vegetarians, teetotalers and idealists. There wasn’t too much going on in Amsterdam at the time, so the 

departure of the young travelers was quite the event. But the hand of the clock was already sliding past 

nine, and there was still no sign of the travelers. 

 The three boys had spent the last night before their departure at Vrolikstraat 92 in Amsterdam 

at the home of one of the boy’s parents. The alarm clock went off at exactly seven o’clock, but their stuff 

was still strewn all over the attic. They rushed to get dressed and scrambled around nervously collecting 

their things. From downstairs, the boy’s worried mother shouted up that they were not leaving without 

breakfast. She brought them toast and a bowl of fruit, which they scarfed down over their luggage. At 

8:30, there were still as many items scattered across the floor as in their bags. “Where’s my belt? 

Where’s my diary? My knife?” Panic filled the air, but people were waiting for them at the Dam, so they 



had to get going. Downstairs the boy’s mother quickly stuffed a piece of chocolate into their mouths. It 

was a quick farewell. Kisses, a handshake, one last hug, followed by cheers from the neighbors gathered 

in the street. Hurry up, boys, the clock is ticking.  

 And so they left—only not on foot. They hurried to the tram stop across from the Onze Lieve 

Vrouwe Guesthouse and hopped onto the back of Tram 11, otherwise they’d be even more late. A 

snicker must have rippled through the crowd when they arrived—the boys were supposed to be 

walking. At Dam Square, the three young men jumped off the back of the tram, shook the hands of 

acquaintances, nodded to the bystanders, and headed over to the main post office on the Nieuwezijds 

Voorburgwal to collect their first stamp. They each had a notebook in which they would collect stamps 

from every village and city they passed through as official proof that they’d been there. After visiting the 

post office, they strolled cheerfully back out onto the square. If they looked up, they would have seen 

the statue on the roof of the Royal Palace—the Greek hero Atlas hunched over with the world balanced 

on his shoulders. Perhaps they would have seen it as a symbol of the journey they were about to 

embark.  

 A police officer had been called in to make sure things didn’t get out of hand. When the 

traveling trio finally set off on foot, a cheer rippled through the crowd—even though people mostly saw 

them as boy scouts, carnival attractions and non-conformists. They were oddly dressed: each one was 

wearing a felt hat, a black velvet jacket with a high collar, and a green sash across their chest with the 

word “Globetrotters” in several languages. In such a strange get-up, they were bound to face a little 

mockery. 

 With family, friends and acquaintances at their side, they walked out of Amsterdam via their 

planned route. They were led by a man carrying a large map with the words “The Vegetarian World 

Travelers” written on it, as if it were some kind of circus. They passed by the editorial offices of De 

Tribune, a socialist newspaper that had agreed to publish their stories about their trip. They passed the 

Vrolikstraat, where family members were standing on the balcony and waving them off with 

handkerchiefs. At the end of the street, a man handed them a letter written in Esperanto which 

contained the addresses of institutions along their route where they would find like-minded people. 

They could turn to these kindred spirits for advice and assistance, for they’d never make it abroad on 

their own. 



 When they reached the edge of the city, it was around lunchtime, and they were getting hungry, 

so they stopped by a bakery. With their mouths full of sweet, sticky raisin bread, they reached the 

border of Amsterdam and Watergraafsmeer, where they said goodbye to their friends and family. One 

of the boys noted in his diary that it might be a very long time before they would see the Dutch capital 

again. He was just twenty-one years old and had never been outside of the Netherlands—he must have 

had his doubts. Would they return home defeated or victorious? The people closest to them had tried to 

talk them out of attempting such a huge trip. The senseless undertaking would bring them no further in 

life, they said. They might have thought they were liberating themselves from their own monotonous 

existence, but one day they’d come home and the drudgery of everyday life would be even heavier than 

it was before. Would all their loved ones even be alive when they returned years later? So many 

questions that they couldn’t even begin to answer.   

 

  



Western Wanderlust 

(pp. 57-69) 

[…] 

In mid-September 1911, they crossed the border at Schaffhausen into the German-speaking part of 

Switzerland. Those first few days, the heat that rose from the valley made for more pleasant 

temperatures at night, so they mostly walked after dark. For a while, they were able to navigate by 

moonlight under a canopy of stars, but on the shores of Lake Zurich the weather changed and it rained 

heavily for several days. Every now and then, the sky would open and the sun would beam down 

through the clouds. The sight of the sparkling light on the massive Alpine peaks took their breath away. 

It didn’t matter that they were soaked, as long as the path remained clear. They donned their rain capes 

and pulled their felt hats tightly over their heads. In the rugged landscape, they must have felt like they 

were the only people on earth. A white haze hung over the mountain range and stretched out 

majestically as far as the eye could see. It was slow going, but the path continued to appear before 

them—and that was the only thing that mattered.  

 In Switzerland, it was no longer possible to sleep under the open sky or cook pasta along the 

side of the road. After a long day of walking, they wanted nothing more than to sit by the fire at an inn 

and eat whatever the host happened to be serving that night. They even decided to sell their cooking set 

and blankets so that they’d have less to carry. The fact that the three boys headed into the mountains 

with hardly any equipment is a testament to their naïve hubris. The rigorous climb put the Dutch city 

boys’ toughness to the test. Their clothes ripped and they got all kinds of cuts and scrapes on the rocks, 

and not one of them had thought to bring a first-aid kit. When Frans’s toe got frostbitten, the whole 

group was forced to stop and rest for a few days. But it was mostly the lack of shelter at night that 

brought them to the brink of despair. They were used to walking six to seven hours a day, but in 

Switzerland, and later in Austria, there was often nowhere to sleep. Their clothes were damp and not 

nearly warm enough for the freezing nighttime temperatures, which meant that they couldn’t just make 

a bed in a pile of hay and sleep outside with the cows. Even if local shepherds offered them a place to 

sleep among their flock, they had to decline if they didn’t want to end up coughing and sneezing in a 

local hospital. They often found themselves knocking on the doors of local villagers around eight o’clock 

in the evening, usually because the inn was full or a humble shepherd didn’t have enough room to take 

them all in. If no one would take them, they’d swing their knapsacks on their backs and trudge off in the 



direction of the next faint light in the distance. Wet and tired, their stomachs already empty for hours, 

they hoped to find someone out there in the darkness who might offer them a plate of food—and a 

simple shed to sleep in. 

 What a relief it must have been when, one night, a cluster of shepherds’ huts appeared like a 

fata morgana in the distance. The wet, sodden Dutchmen shuffled towards it like blind men feeling their 

way through the dark. The people who answered their frantic knock spoke an unintelligible dialect, but 

their hospitality transcended language. They hung the travelers’ wet clothes by the fire and handed 

them a bundle of patched clothes to warm up in. There was hardly any furniture to speak of—just a 

rough wooden table, a bench, a few chests and a clock. The woman told them that she was eighty-six 

years old, and she and her husband slept on a bed of straw with a few musty coats as blankets. Hanging 

on the wall was a cross and a couple of small paintings of religious scenes. They didn’t have much, but 

what they had they shared with their unexpected guests. They set out a plate with a few crusts of old 

bread, a hunk of cheese and a jug of goat’s milk. It didn’t look very clean, and it probably wasn’t, but it’s 

hard to be picky when you’re hungry.  

 The couple’s son, himself a middle-aged man, offered the guests his small bedroom, and all 

three boys piled into his bed. As tired as they were, they hardly slept a wink. Not only was there a lack of 

oxygen in the stuffy room, they kept rolling into each other on the mattress, making it impossible to get 

comfortable. But the next morning, their clothes were dry and they were served another portion of 

bread, cheese and milk. When they left, they tried to offer the elderly couple a bit of money as a token 

of their appreciation, but the old man and his wife wouldn’t have it. Despite the lack of sleep and 

soreness from the long hike the day before, they left in high spirits. They were young, their muscles 

recovered quickly, and they felt in their element in the mountains. As Bram Mossel described it in his 

diary, the beauty gave them almost a divine feeling. 

 Meanwhile, all the walking in the rain and snow was taking a toll on their feet. During one of 

their many descents, their sandals got so warped and slippery that they slid off their feet and got stuck 

in the snow. Eventually, it got so unbearable that they decided to take them off and continue barefoot. 

It must have come as a revelation! That walking barefoot through the snow actually made their feet 

warmer. Apparently, barefoot trekking was so good for their blood circulation that they hardly felt the 

cold anymore, even when the temperatures fell way below freezing. They’d already figured out what 

Wim Hof, the Dutch Ice Man, would prove a century later—that exposing one’s body to extreme cold 

actually stimulates body heat. In Austria, the mountain dwellers couldn’t believe that these young 



travelers hiked through the snow for days with no shoes on their feet, in temperatures that even the 

locals bundled up in. One night, after dinner at an inn, the boys let their fellow patrons feel their feet, 

and the room fell silent. Their only explanation was that shoes restricted the foot muscles and cut off 

blood circulation, which was why, even in rooms with a hot stove, many people suffered from cold feet. 

 

The friends abandoned their plan to walk from Austria to southern Italy and then cross to northern 

Africa, where two national armies were vying for power and they’d be too vulnerable. Tensions were 

flaring across the Mediterranean region, so they decided to take a detour to Verona, Padua and Vicenza 

and then cross the Po Valley. They didn’t spend much time in any of those cities, but they stayed just 

long enough to take in the ancient sites. They gazed in wonder at the stone architecture left behind by 

the Romans and Greeks. As they passed the ancient monuments and ruins along the way, they felt as if 

they were on an excursion through Antiquity. In Verona, they saw a Roman arena that had been 

reconstructed during the Renaissance and was still in remarkably good condition, where gladiators used 

to fight to the death and where the blood of wild beasts flowed for the crowd’s entertainment. In one of 

their reports for De Amstelgids, the three friends called the practice barbaric and degrading. On their 

walks through the Italian cities, they were delighted by the vivid spectacle that unfolded in the narrow, 

winding streets. The shouting of newsboys only contributed to the dynamic southern atmosphere. The 

daily papers contained the latest news from the front, and everyone was eager to read. The stories 

about Italy’s heroic victories pushed the country’s sense of patriotism to soaring heights.    

 The globetrotters were irritated to find the galleries of the city’s grand palaces overrun by 

merchants selling “unsightly foodstuffs.” In their eyes, Italy had, in many places, traded art for 

commerce. But not in the Palazzo Chiericati in Vicenza, which contained a trove of artistic treasures. 

They gazed at the colorful frescoes of biblical scenes in awe but were disturbed to see so much mold on 

the walls. Everywhere in Italy, they encountered decay and pollution, and they wondered whether the 

Italians still had sufficient respect for their artistic and architectural heritage. Their journey through the 

Po Valley, with all its dikes and canals, reminded them of Holland. Even the houses conjured up 

memories of home. 

 They crossed to Venice in a boat that swerved around the shallow spots in the water. Like the 

generations of tourists that came before (and after) them, they were enchanted by the magnificent city 

that rose like a floating castle from the blue-green waves. The beauty of it all was almost blinding—the 



buildings, the houses, the narrow alleys, it surpassed anything they’d seen up to that point. The 

archways and staircases, St. Mark’s Basilica with its dazzling gold leaf and mesmerizing chimes—the 

pictures in their guidebooks hadn’t prepared them for such splendor. The canals that zigzagged across 

the city, the gondolas gliding across the water. Bram wandered the streets for hours making sketches. 

Like his friends, he was fascinated by the gondolas, which served as the primary means of transportation 

through the city and were often artfully decorated by their owners. But the color of the boats and the 

liveries worn by servants reminded him of a funeral. He wrote that all the black on the Venetian canals 

was “not a very uplifting color for us Westerners. It reminds us of the gray rainclouds that can sweep 

across our Dutch landscape and make us shiver.”   

 From Venice, the boys took a boat to Trieste and headed towards Vienna, through regions 

whose inhabitants harbored long-standing hostilities against each other. Because of their belief in 

Esperanto, a world language designed to bring people together, the travelers were sensitive to what was 

going on under the surface of a diverse society that had long been declared a single state. They were 

surprised to find that the citizens of Franz Joseph I’s multi-cultural empire were so deeply divided by 

language. Every now and then, they were asked whose side they were on. Although they considered 

themselves neutral, not everyone agreed. Clearly, they weren’t going to make friends by banging their 

peace drum. One day, in the Austrian city of Graz, the situation threatened to get out of hand when a 

“nervous policeman” shrilly demanded to see their papers. When they did not obey quickly enough, he 

accused them in a booming voice of espionage. He arrested all three of them on the spot in the name of 

His Holiness Emperor Franz Joseph. He summoned his fellow officers, who escorted the three friends to 

the police station. Why weren’t they dressed like normal citizens? They were interrogated before the 

law and declared guilty before they had a chance to state their case. Perhaps the boys didn’t take the 

officers’ conflated tone very seriously because they knew they hadn’t done anything wrong. In the end, 

their papers were found to be in order and their portrait cards and stamp books corroborated their 

story. Still, the officers were not entirely convinced of their innocence, and they wanted to dump “the 

tramps” on the other side of the border themselves.  

A journalist who happened to be at the police station at the time provided a sensational 

epilogue to their brief detention. The next day a short article about their arrest appeared in a popular 

local newspaper, headlined “Eine unterbrochene Weltreise”—an interrupted world trip. That evening, in 

the cafés and restaurants where they peddled their portrait cards, they overheard people calling them 

“the spies”. Not only did all the suspicion undermine sales, it also brought a slew of insults. In some 



places, there was even public outrage. They couldn’t go on like this, they said to each other, so the next 

day they called the editors of the newspaper to complain. Due to their careless reporting, the three 

innocent travelers had become objects of public ridicule—surely that was not the paper’s intention? The 

editors were reasonable and immediately offered them their apologies. A second article was printed to 

absolve them from blame. A policeman was assigned to their case and took them to establishments 

where they might find an audience interested in their story. The news of the young vegetarians who had 

been wrongly arrested by the authorities for espionage spread far beyond the city.  

During their six weeks in Vienna, the capital of the empire, they were confronted with all kinds 

of contradictions—in language, ethnicity and cultural background—that carried explosive implications. 

Gerard and Frans devoted numerous diary entries to these issues, showing just how much more aware 

of political attitudes they had become. They wondered whether there was someone who could bring all 

the different ethnicities together, someone like Otto von Bismarck, the great architect of German 

reunification. In their eyes, Bismarck was the embodiment of unity in diversity. Did Vienna need his iron 

fist, they wondered, or was a nation-state like the Hapsburg Monarchy no longer relevant? We often 

only understand the signs of the times in retrospect, so it’s not all that surprising that the friends were 

against the disintegration of the long-standing Central European empire. That said, they certainly 

weren’t blind to the realities of everyday life, as people eagerly vented their frustrations in their 

presence.   

 In Vienna, it was clear that not everyone agreed with the idea of one united fatherland. Within 

the Dual Monarchy, there were many nationalities and ethnic groups, all of which had their own 

language, history, customs, and traditions. The fact that different social classes lived in different 

neighborhoods was an age-old question of money and status. But in Vienna, the population had also 

been split into ethnic enclaves of Bohemians, Slovenes, Croats, Czechs and whoever else. People stayed 

close to their fellow “compatriots”, and it was not uncommon for members of the same ethnic group to 

share specific professions. The official language of the empire—in the army, the civil service and 

schools—was German, but each demographic group stuck to its own origins. The friends were 

confronted almost daily with inter-ethnic prejudices. The groups all accused  each other of a historical 

lack of civilization. There were all kinds of negative stereotypes about the Slavs, and generally the 

Hungarians were seen as the epitome of barbarism. The only thing that the different groups seemed to 

have in common was their antipathy for the Jews. In many conversations, anti-Semitism was a dominant 

theme. 



 Possibly as a reaction to all the distrust around them, the three friends tried to surround 

themselves with people who shared their ideals. The city had several restaurants that served vegetarian 

dishes. They regularly ate at the famous Speisehaus Thalysia, where, in 1913, Franz Kafka also enjoyed a 

meatless meal. After three weeks fully immersed in Austrian culture, the three Dutchmen felt more at 

home in Vienna than anywhere else on their journey. In the evenings, they visited clubs where people 

exchanged international socialist ideas and met other vegetarians and Esperantists. On one of their 

visits, they were asked to give a presentation about their trip around the world. Frans spoke in German 

and Esperanto about the national divisions they observed around them, while his audience propagated 

the idea of one universal language for one people. Following these speeches, the Viennese newspapers 

began publishing articles about the sandal-wearing idealists, and the travelers sold more portrait cards 

than ever before. 

 All around them, underlying tensions were boiling to the surface. The ethnic groups weren’t just 

making insidious comments about each other and the German-speaking regime in Vienna (the 

globetrotters referred to it as ‘racial hatred’), the threat of ethnic conflict also cast a long shadow over 

Southern Europe and the Balkan countries. Later, during their stay in the Tyrol region of Italy, they 

noticed that the lives of the local people were dominated by the conquest of Tripoli, which had been a 

focal point of the colonial war with the Ottoman Empire for months. The battle for the port city fueled a 

sense of nationalism in the young nation, and even the international press started warning of a war that 

could potentially suck other countries into its momentum. At one point, the friends asked the Italian 

soldiers what their country stood to gain from the battle. It would earn them a nice medal, they replied. 

Gerard Perfors’s reaction was very much in line with his pacifist ideals:  

Now, as you can see, this no longer need to come as a surprise. Capitalism is still free to start a 

war whenever it deems it advantageous; all they have to do is hand out a few medals to those 

idiots, and they’ll gladly walk into the fire. Sad, isn’t it? 

 

  



The Passion of Marie 

(pp. 81-83) 

It was the passion of a young woman that put the men’s alliance to the test. When, after six months, the 

loss of her beloved Gerard became too much to bear, Marie Zwarts started asking if she could join the 

group. Her arrival would bring a major shift in their group dynamic, for in their first eight months on the 

road, the boys had formed a tight bond. They’d learned how to face all kinds of adversity together. They 

worried that having a woman around would change the way they treated each other. Gerard wasn’t the 

only one who was torn by love. Frans had been receiving letters from his girlfriend, Jeane de Hoog. She 

wrote that his disappearance from her life was too much to bear. The distance that separated them was 

clearly something that she wanted on his mind. He had chosen freedom, while she remained bound to 

her work. In her letters, she wondered whether he even cared that she felt abandoned. Jeane was a 

friend of Marie’s who, after finishing primary school in Delft and attending a vocational school for girls in 

the Hague, got a job as a housemaid for a family in the Royal Capital. Both of the young women 

struggled to see their sweethearts go, but Marie never doubted that one day she and Gerard would get 

married. When he left on his journey, she gave him her blessing and promised herself that she wouldn’t 

let his absence get to her. But as the months went by, living without him turned out to be harder than 

she thought. His lyrical digressions about his trip only made her feel more suffocated.  

 Gerard and Marie were the same age, and neither of them was very educated, but, in the 

patriarchal spirit of the times, Gerard’s letters had the tone of a schoolmaster explaining the path to 

independence to one of his pupils. The two met at the age of seventeen, on the day after Christmas in 

1907, while Marie was attending vocational school. She was the daughter of a couple from Delft who 

had no less than eleven children. Her father worked as a painter on a large shipyard and later painted 

houses. Her mother ran a bar in The Hague for years after her husband divorced her. Like many working-

class families in those years, they struggled to stay afloat. A girl was lucky if she finished primary school.  

Life must have felt like a straitjacket for many young women, not just Marie. But the fact that 

she decided to chase after her boyfriend shortly after his departure was not something that the people 

around her could easily understand. What was she thinking? Did she want to end up a depraved woman 

on the side of the road? Although it’s true that the turn of the century brought calls for women’s 

suffrage, feminism was mostly limited to educated women. Such ideas were out of reach for the 

daughters of working-class families, thus Marie was not swept away by the movement’s first waves. The 



fact that she dared to stand up for herself and cross the picket lines around her must have been a 

matter of character. She followed her heart and refused to let the oppressive mores of her social class 

keep her from venturing into the unknown. 

 

(pp. 89-92) 

By the end of February 1912, Marie Zwarts was almost ready to go. As the day she would be reunited 

with her beloved drew closer, all hell was breaking loose at home. Where did she get the audacity as an 

unmarried woman to join three young men on their trip around the world? Did she intend to sleep with 

them in an open field? Or in a room full of other travelers—on a dirty mattress surrounded by all kinds 

of men? She was pummeled with accusations of immorality from her friends and family—this kind of 

behavior wasn’t just unusual to them, it was indefensible. What would the neighbors, her colleagues, 

their own relatives think?  

 In Vienna, the travelers sighed when they read Marie’s account of people’s reactions. Those 

types of people were the very reason they had decided to leave home a year earlier, Gerard wrote—to 

escape the petty, bourgeois complaints of all those small-minded people. The trio also worried that 

Marie might fall victim to their protests and accusations. In her letters, she sounded downright 

miserable, and it was possible that she was having doubts about the trip that she didn’t want to put on 

paper. In Vienna, they doubted whether she’d actually step onto the train and defy the scorn of the 

people around her. Every day, the boys expected her to send a telegram asking for more time. If she 

couldn’t make up her mind, it meant she wasn’t coming. The three friends were sure of it. 

 Meanwhile, Marie Zwarts stood her ground. When push came to shove, she showed them all 

that she didn’t give two hoots about a stain on her reputation as an upstanding woman. In Gerard’s 

absence, she became captivated by his pacifist ideals and lust for learning. Like him, she began to feel 

disgusted with the people around her and her work as a maid. She was fascinated by Gerard’s stories of 

their adventures on the road. But, as she wrote in her diary along the way, it was ultimately love—the 

longing to have Gerard at her side—that compelled her to join him and leave behind everything she 

knew. She belonged with that young man with his piercing eyes, that playful mustache and his 

domineering nature, and yearned to be with him:  

It felt like I couldn’t go on. If I didn’t go, it would have been the death of me. I decided that I’d 

rather risk everything than go on like that.  



When the day of departure arrived, all she had to do was turn and leap into the unknown. She wrote to 

Gerard to tell him that she would arrive in Vienna on Saturday, March 2, 1912. Eyes sparkling with pride, 

he raced back to their room and waved her telegram in front of his friends. He wrote back immediately 

and said that they had the utmost respect for her decision:  

See, Marie, we knew that this was a big step, that it demanded a great deal of you, and we eagerly 

awaited your decision. I’ve known you for a while now, but even I was waiting in suspense.  

Her determination convinced his friends that she would be a worthy travel companion. But the man she 

was boarding the train for still had his doubts. He knew the people she was close to in The Hague and 

Delft and worried that both her family and theirs would try at the last minute to dissuade her from 

coming. He urged her not to visit them anymore because they would do everything in their power to 

talk her out of the plan. He also advised her to pack some easily digestible food for on the train. She 

would have a hard time understanding the sellers along the way and would be better off packing some 

bananas and a few bars of chocolate. He assured her that he and his friends would be there waiting for 

her on the platform when her train arrived. She couldn’t have picked a better time to come, he added, 

because next week they were finally going to explore the city. No portrait card peddling, just a bit of 

relaxation.  

 The truth was, however, that Gerard was having doubts about his feelings for her. For the first 

time in months, he did a bit of soul searching and wondered whether he hadn’t kept her too much at a 

distance. Apparently, she loved him so much that she was willing to accept the disapproval of those 

around her to be with him. Had he fully appreciated the power of her emotion? He poured out his 

confusing thoughts in his diary: 

I paced nervously back and forth on the platform. I was going to see Marie again. The train 

steamed in right on time, and a steady stream of passengers poured out of the exit, but there 

was no sign of Marie. I held my breath. Finally, Frans shouted: “There, I saw Marie.” And there 

she was. I saw her too. But still, I couldn’t believe my eyes. Was that pale, skinny girl really 

Marie? I was so shocked that I couldn’t move, and it took me a few seconds to come to my 

senses. Finally, I walked up to greet her. As soon as she saw me, the color returned to her face. 

We walked out to the street chatting happily. I felt a bit guilty. It was my fault that the poor girl 

had suffered so much, and though it was good that we were too busy to think about it, it kept 



resurfacing again and again. She looked at me with those eyes of hers, so full of love and trust, 

how I felt it. 

 Marie’s arrival in the Hapsburg Monarchy was a major turning point in the globetrotters’ 

journey, but there are no photos of it to speak of. Since there were no photographers at the grand 

entrance of the Westbahnhof at 9:35 p.m. to take their picture, Gerard and Marie had one taken at a 

studio shortly after they were reunited and sent copies to all their relatives. The portrait served as a 

confirmation of their engagement in Vienna.  

 

 

  



Wandering through the Balkans  

(pp. 112-118) 

[…] 

Judging by his own account, Frans, who traveled alone for a few months, often got lost in the labyrinth 

of his emotions. But not in those first few weeks. He felt liberated to be off on his own. In his diary, he 

wrote lyrical descriptions about the surrounding landscape: 

I’d walk through a young forest, then through the high corn or a small village hidden in the green 

hills where little children dressed in light clothing scurried around among the chickens and cattle. 

Their parents were busy threshing and milling. It was in such a village that I took my first break and 

had breakfast. Under a big, leafy walnut tree, I sat down at a table made of two big planks. It was a 

good breakfast, with a liter of milk and good brown bread. It was nine o’clock in the morning, and I 

had already walked twelve kilometers.  

He wasn’t able to maintain that romantic sense of freedom for long. As he wandered across the grassy 

fields, he often found himself slipping into loneliness. Not that he was always alone—he occasionally 

met people along the way whom he considered temporary friends and would spend a few days with 

them. One day, he even stumbled upon a group of gypsies. He described them as men with black hair 

and dark faces furrowed from the bright sun. What was particularly struck by their ritual headdresses: 

“Hanging from their forehead is a small round braided ball that they tug on as a way of greeting each 

other.” He’d never seen anything like it. They were carrying heavy sacks on their backs and large axes in 

their hands, so they probably worked as fieldhands or lumberjacks. At first, when they saw Frans, they 

asked him for money, but he showed them his empty palms. Then, he asked them for a piece of bread 

and a cigarette, no doubt with the intention of selling them later. He opened his knapsack so they could 

see for themselves that all he had were old clothes and tools for repairing his sandals. The travelers 

understood each other, and the gypsies pointed Frans to the home of a priest where they went when 

they needed a few cents. They also gave him the address of a friendly local teacher, who gave him four 

eggs and a bag of green peppers. His housekeeper used them to whip up a hot meal, which he ate under 

an old walnut tree. He also received a bag of raspberries, pears, apricots and currants for the road. He 

shared the fruit with his gypsy friends, after which they parted ways. 

 Most of the time, Frans sought out people who, like him, believed in the unifying power of 

Esperanto. Their ideals were a distant echo of the paradisiacal time before the Tower of Babel, when 



everyone spoke the same tongue. In both Vienna and Budapest, Frans gave lectures at clubs for 

Esperanto enthusiasts, who in turn provided him—and his friends—with information for their reports in 

De Amstelgids. They also received more addresses of doors they could knock on, including in Croatia, 

where Frans traveled for a short time. But he was mostly looking forward to being reunited with 

Drahovsky’s family. In Budapest, they had agreed that after a couple of weeks they’d meet up with Frans 

somewhere on the Hungarian puszta and travel with him for a while. But it was almost a month before 

he was reunited with his friends and his homesickness started to get the best of him. He grew tired of 

being alone and bored with the monotonous landscape. In his diary, he wrote that in such moments he 

longed for the sense of normalcy that he had left behind in the Netherlands, for a walk with Jeane in the 

forests of The Hague, to sit with her outside his childhood home. Through the lens of melancholy, the 

images of the past emerged in full color. 

 His gloominess persisted until June 14, 1912, when he checked into the Hotel Balaton in 

Tapolca. The receptionist told him that a gentleman and his family had already asked for him. In his 

diary, he wrote that his heart burst with joy—a feeling he later recognized in them as well. When he 

walked out, young Victor came running towards him. Frans noticed that the entire family was dressed in 

“tourist attire.” Apparently, they had waited three days for him in the agreed-upon village, after which 

they decided to walk to the next destination he had specified on a postcard—a distance of forty-one 

kilometers. In the days that followed, they were inseparable. Drahovsky’s family conformed to Frans’s 

ways, walking a considerable distance each day, asking locals for food, and, when the night settled in, 

searching for a place to spend the night. One day, “the old gentleman,” as Frans described him, asked 

for an appointment with the baroness of a country estate they passed by. She received the five of them 

in the kitchen and led them into a side room, where they were each served a plate of macaroni with 

cream. Afterwards, the woman struck up a conversation with Mizi about the advantages and 

disadvantages of vegetarianism. That afternoon they swam in a nearby river and spent the night in a hay 

barn. The next morning they woke up at seven o’clock sharp. They continued in this rhythm for the next 

week, enjoying their little paradise a few kilometers from the long, narrow Lake Balaton. The cheerful 

Frans felt comfortable and safe in the family’s company, and he and Mizi walked arm-in-arm through the 

village market. 

 

The young travelers had heard all kinds of stories about the wild, unruly Eastern Europeans, but none of 

them seemed to have any trouble in the Balkan countries. At most, they found the atmosphere in some 



villages and small towns slightly less welcoming than in the Hapsburg Empire. And just in case anyone 

did try to attack, Marie and her friends took wrestling lessons so they might be able to defend 

themselves. Perhaps they thought that the local men’s macho fantasies would run wild when they saw a 

Western woman moving so freely in the company of three young men. Yet in their diaries and columns 

for Dutch magazines, there’s no mention of anything of the sort, as if they hardly experienced anything 

sensational in the rugged country at all. According to their notes, they stuck to the same daily routine as 

they’d had in the Hungarian countryside. 

 After traveling separately for several months, the friends were reunited on September 6, 1912, 

in the Romanian capital of Bucharest. For Frans, it was a joyous occasion. His friends welcomed him with 

open arms, and they ran themselves out of breath recounting their adventures. They wasted no time 

picking up where they left off. Additional maps had to be printed and a new route needed to be 

planned. However, the friends couldn’t help but notice that Frans hadn’t quite regained his balance, and 

his nerves were still giving him trouble, which created cause for concern. Nevertheless, they continued 

their journey as if they’d never been apart. 

 They left the city singing and fell back into their familiar routine of long walks from village to 

village. At the end of the day, they tried to roast corn on the cob over a fire, but the dead branches 

refused to burn, so they ended up eating the unripe corn raw since it was the only thing to eat in the 

wide, open landscape. But they continued to make do. The only serious threat on their way to the coast 

were the vicious, barking dogs—many of which looked cross-bred with wolves. Most of the time, they 

were able to beat them off with their sticks. But one day, in Pestesti, about seventy kilometers from the 

Black Sea, things went wrong. With his legs still trembling, Gerard wrote in his diary: 

At 10 o’clock Marie went outside to relieve herself. A little later she came back in and nervously 

told us that she’d been bitten by a couple of dogs, and indeed, her skirt and pants were in 

tatters and there were four big bite marks in her leg, two in the calf and two in the thigh. There 

was no pharmacy in the village, and we had nothing with us, so we had to try to clean her up 

with some dirty water and a dirty rag. I washed the wound as best I could and wrapped an old 

linen curtain around it. We’d replace it tomorrow, her leg wasn’t bleeding very much. The skirt 

had been made by the daughter of the house. Given the circumstances, we decided that Marie 

and I would go to Constanța by train. Frans and Bram would travel there on foot. 

 



The next day, with the help of a German-speaking interpreter, they had her patched up at a hospital. 

Then they took a carriage to the station. Gerard had to help his fiancée walk to the train, as she could 

barely limp. They traveled together to the port city of Constanța, and from there they planned to 

continue south to Bulgaria. But by then it was the autumn of 1912, and war was breaking out between 

the Balkan countries and the Turks. Four years earlier, a group of Turkish officers, unable to live under 

the waning power of the Ottoman Empire any longer, had staged a coup d’état. They aimed to 

transform the centuries-old power block into a modern democratic state. The coup sparked a series of 

military skirmishes with European countries, all of which were keen on getting rid of the old empire. 

Nations that belonged to the Balkan League, such as Bulgaria, Serbia, Montenegro and Greece, claimed 

the right to self-determination. These uprisings created geopolitical hostilities in countries around the 

Black Sea, which culminated in what came to be known as the Balkan Wars. Thus, continuing the 

journey posed a considerable risk—as did the crossing to Constantinople, the capital of the Ottoman 

Empire that would later be known as Istanbul. But continue they did. For the first time in their lives, the 

young globetrotters were about to step off the European continent.  

 

  



Across the Black Sea 

(pp. 133-140) 

[…] 

After a week in the capital of the Ottoman Empire, they boarded a boat for Smyrna, today known as 

Izmir. It was a European-style city with a substantial Greek-speaking population. At nine o’clock in the 

morning, their ship dropped anchor in the harbor and they were rowed ashore in a sloop. They checked 

in at Hotel Alexandria, named after a city that was high on their list of places to visit. After the hustle 

and bustle of Constantinople, this modern metropolis was soothing with its clean cobblestone streets 

and fancy white marble buildings. The activity along the quays was a feast for the eyes, with waiters 

gallantly ushering patrons to shaded tables under the awning of their establishment.  

They made the rounds to several neighborhoods, peddling their portrait cards. Most of the areas 

they visited were home to working-class Turks, and they found themselves weaving their way down the 

narrow streets around the bazaar. The three boys were shaved by an old barber with a curled mustache. 

Everywhere they went, the air was filled with the fragrant smoke of roasted chestnuts. They marveled at 

the heavy bunches of grapes growing on the wild vines under the wooden rooftops. In Marie’s words, 

not only were they delicious, they were also virtually free. Together with her friends, she was 

mesmerized by the square trays of syrupy-looking pastries, but the baklava and other delicacies of the 

Orient were too sweet for their Dutch palates. In her diary, Marie mentioned all the “unpalatable 

sweetness” and was glad to find Dutch chocolate and Edam cheese for sale at a reasonable price in the 

local shops. Still, she lamented that there was nothing like the taste of home. Meanwhile, they ate much 

better in Smyrna than in Hungary. The four friends discovered a small restaurant where the cook made 

macaroni and rice just the way they liked it. The only problem was that Smyrna didn’t have as many 

establishments as the other European cities they passed through, so they sold fewer cards than usual. In 

the evenings, they went to the cinema. After showing their portrait cards, they were usually allowed in 

without paying.  

After a short week in Smyrna, they boarded another vessel, which would take them to Alexandria in 

northern Egypt in three days. The port city at the mouth of the Nile had a fairly large European 

population. But their long-anticipated trip across the mighty Mediterranean was hardly a pleasure 

cruise. As soon as they pulled out of the harbor, a storm rolled in, and the ship rocked violently on the 



waves. The passengers took shelter below deck, hoping it would be less turbulent down there. But of 

course, it wasn’t. As soon as their heads hit the pillow, they could feel the boat thrashing more wildly 

than before. One after the other, the travelers rushed to the toilet to vomit; only Frans managed to keep 

his food down for a little while. All around them, people were getting seasick, and the cramped cabin 

reeked of stomach bile. More passengers boarded at the island of Rhodes, and pretty soon they were 

vomiting as well. Meanwhile, the pelting rain prevented the friends from seeking much-needed fresh air 

on deck. And to make matters worse, there were some obnoxious women on board who were driving 

them crazy. Gerard vented about them in his diary:  

There were a couple of very irritating women on board. They were shouting and chatting so 

loudly it was enough to drive you mad. We didn’t get much sleep, partly because so many 

people were vomiting, and all the hatches were closed, and because those biddies were making 

so much noise. In the end, we started shouting back, but that didn’t help much. 

As the ship approached Alexandria, the wind and rain subsided, and the friends took a seat close to the 

railing. When the ship tilted, they had to hold on to keep from sliding off. It would still be a while before 

the boat anchored. Eventually, people’s stomachs started to calm down, but sleep was out of the 

question—the air below deck was too rancid. So the four travelers bundled up against the rain and 

headed back up on deck. In the morning light, they sailed into the bustling port. They saw sailboats 

gliding out of the harbor, ready to take their chances on the open sea. A fleet of sloops bobbed on the 

water, their rowers eagerly eyeing the incoming passengers. The ship blasted its horn a few times, and 

the sound rippled across the waves. Dozens of sloops appeared on either side of the vessel. They were 

kept at bay by patrolling police boats and only allowed to approach once the ship had anchored and 

come to a complete stop. Then, the rowers climbed aboard in search of passengers. In his diary, Gerard 

noted that they were mostly tall, skinny men wearing “a long skirt made of a single piece of cloth”—

presumably a djellaba or a kaftan—and the characteristic red fez with a black tassel. 

 As proof of their trustworthiness, the rowers carried police-issued identification: a copper plate 

with text in Arabic and French, which they held out in front of them in one hand. With their other hand, 

they tugged on the arms and sleeves of the passengers on deck, trying to sell them a trip to shore before 

someone else did. They could see the desperation in the eyes of their potential customers, who were 

about to enter unknown territory and afraid of being swindled. Corruption, bribery—they’d heard all 

kinds of stories about Middle Eastern culture. Which of these men clamoring for customers could be 



trusted? The passengers had to decide blindly, because without a sloop they’d never get to shore. And 

so began the great adventure they’d signed themselves up for. Gerard noticed that even the most 

distinguished gentlemen were nervous that one of the guides might run off with their suitcases on their 

shoulders. He and his friends kept a low profile, seeing as they were practically broke. In the end, they 

agreed to pay one of the rowers a half a franc to take them to shore. The four travelers figured he would 

try to demand more money when they reached the shore, but they’d sort that out later. If they’d 

learned anything on their journey, it was to take things step by step. In the rowboat, a couple of German 

tourists offered to arrange a hotel for them, but Gerard and his friends weren’t interested. 

As expected, when they arrived at their destination, the rower insisted that half a franc was not 

enough, which led to a stalemate. Eventually, the friends were forced to write their names in a book at a 

police station before they could continue, but the rower wouldn’t give up. For the next hour, they found 

themselves in an administrative maze, as the officers inevitably took the side of their fellow countryman 

and agreed that he was entitled to more money. This led to a lot of back and forth, as the friends 

refused to pay more than half a franc. After a long wait, a woman who spoke German approached them. 

She told them that the police were going to transfer them to the Dutch consulate in order to break the 

deadlock. Only that was taking a while. She brought them some bread and butter to satisfy their 

growling stomachs. They’d barely finished eating when an officer approached them with a piece of 

paper. Written on it was the name of a hotel. In his diary, Gerard wrote: 

Like so many times before, they didn’t know what to do with us, and they finally came up with 

the idea of taking us to this hotel. A couple of officers were sent with us. After checking our bags 

and examining Marie for weapons, they let us go. 

In their experience, whatever the authorities decided to do with them usually ended up working out to 

their advantage. 

After their nauseating voyage across the Mediterranean, they decided to cook for themselves for 

the first few days in Alexandria. In her diary, Marie recorded exactly what they ate; the four vegetarians 

were very particular about their food. No matter how spectacular their journey was, they had to stick to 

their daily diet. That first afternoon in the hotel, Marie boiled some rice, and the next day she made 

green beans with potatoes. She also made a meatless hutspot of mashed carrots and potatoes, and their 

favorite macaroni. And of course, there were white beans, lentils and the usual salad of tomatoes, leeks 



and parsley. Thus, the stay began well with a cheap, clean room that they could cook in. Their first few 

days in Alexandria gave them the strength to plan the next steps of their journey, which they were 

bound and determined to continue.  

Once they’d managed to raise enough money from the sale of their postcards in the city’s Arab 

neighborhoods, they purchased some new clothes. Marie bought a touring skirt with a matching blouse, 

and the three boys bought a pair of shoes, a shirt, a cap and a tie. They didn’t stop there. They also 

bought materials to make their own tent, and Marie sewed it all together. Now they’d be less 

dependent on hotels and other costly venues. Like true desert travelers, they purchased a hatchet, a 

drill, a roll of thick rope, and four sticks of bamboo. On the advice of the shopkeepers in Alexandria, 

Frans bought a revolver to wear on his belt, so they’d be able to defend themselves if necessary. As a 

pacifist, he assumed that brandishing the weapon would be enough to deter an attacker. 

In the winter of 1912, the globetrotters were quite the attraction in the Egyptian villages. As soon as 

they pitched their little tent, the locals flocked to see them. The four friends would sit down in the 

trampled dirt around a fire with a pan of steaming food while bystanders watched from afar. At first, 

they found the strangers amusing, but after a while resentment started to build. In his diary, Gerard 

wrote that one day a man came up to him and put his ear to his pocket watch. He wanted to know what 

was so special about it, because the stranger looked at it so often. At times, curiosity turned to 

insolence, especially among the youth. Kids would sometimes throw clods of dirt at them, hoping to 

make the travelers jump. And if one of the Dutchmen stood up to give the boys a piece of his mind, his 

friends would immediately pull him back. Never respond to provocation, they reasoned. 

On such occasions, an adult would eventually show up to chase away the impertinent teens. The 

boys would lie low for a while, but they always came back. In their eyes, strangers had no right to be 

there. Once Frans even fired a shot into the air with his revolver—a gesture that had immediate effect. 

The travelers caused quite a stir in Egypt, mostly with pushy children and women who hissed at them 

from behind their veils. They had no choice but to respond stoically because their reputation was at 

stake: if they openly antagonized people in one village, they might not be able to sell their portrait cards 

in the next. They’d made it this far, and without money there was no hope of continuing. But things 

remained difficult. At one point, they were even chased out of a village by a jeering mob that began 

throwing stones. After that, the four friends walked along the river for a while and shared a coconut in 



the shade, and only then were they able to calm down and resign themselves to their wandering 

travelers’ existence. 

In the town of Teh el Barud, which lies along the main road from Alexandria to Cairo, the friends 

struck up a lively debate over a glass of hot tea. The subject of “the woman” had not been mentioned in 

their diaries for some time, but not far from the banks of the Nile it suddenly surfaced. Bram wondered 

aloud whether another girl might bring more balance to the group. Marie could certainly use a fellow 

female on her side. For months, she’d had to hold her own against the boys with all their manly rituals 

and ways. At the end of the conversation, everyone agreed that they would write to her sister, Maartje 

Zwarts, who was five years younger than Marie, and ask her to join them. A trip to Egypt cost about 150 

guilders. If she couldn’t raise the money herself, the traveling foursome would help out. They’d been 

transferring their extra cash to an account in the Netherlands along the way. She could use their savings 

to buy her ticket. But the plan never amounted to anything more than a mention in Gerard Perfors’s 

diary, because Maartje never joined the group. Her parents were not about to give their seventeen-

year-old daughter permission to follow in the footsteps of her older sister and travel off to the Middle 

East. 

 

  



On the road to Jerusalem 

(pp. 175-188) 

[…] 

In northern Palestine, the group walked across landscapes that reminded them of the first day of 

Creation, when the Earth was still empty and desolate. This image is also present in the many 

travelogues published in Dutch around the time. Pilgrimages to the Holy Land had always been popular, 

but only since the mid-nineteenth century had it been possible to travel there by rail or automobile. 

From then on, preachers, writers, and visual artists jumped at the opportunity to travel through the 

Middle East and record what they saw. In religious circles, there were various publications by authors 

who followed in the footsteps of Christ and the fathers of Christianity. They described the barren 

landscape as the result of God’s devastating judgment on the Jews, who refused to recognize Christ as 

the Messiah. As a result, God had turned his back on them as his chosen people, and in the centuries 

that followed, the land of Canaan was consistently occupied by foreign powers. In 1913, it was under 

Ottoman rule, with local sheikhs who cared little about the fate of the land’s inhabitants. 

Most of these accounts suggest that Western pilgrims only saw what they wanted to see. What 

were they supposed to make of all the Arabs who didn’t fit into their Bible-fed image of the Holy Land? 

The places they knew from the Old and New Testaments were, by then, much different than described. 

In the Palestine of 1913, it took a lot of imagination to picture the banks of the Jordan River and the 

stable in Bethlehem. This rarely led to a flattering view of the local society of the time; but nevertheless, 

some faithful travelers still managed to achieve a state of spiritual rapture. Beyond the harsh realities of 

the landscape, they could still make out the mythical sites of their Christian faith. 

We do not know exactly what the world travelers knew about the Holy Land. Three of them had 

attended a Christian primary school, so it’s likely that the Bible served as a source of historical 

orientation during their travels. That said, their knowledge of the current situation was limited. They 

saw an abandoned province of the mighty Ottoman Empire under the rule of the Turkish sultan Mehmet 

V. In the then sparsely populated Palestine, there were approximately 83,000 Jews and 590,000 Arabs—

some Christian, but mostly Muslim. The four travelers were walking across a region whose inhabitants 

were caught in the throes of an international political quandary. As in the Balkans, the Arabs wanted to 

break away from the Turkish-Ottoman authority. Nationalism reigned supreme. Arab leaders wanted 



autonomy and knew they could count on the support of the British and French governments, which had 

both been expanding their colonial power in the Middle East and North Africa for years.  

But the Jewish minority was dreaming of its own territory as well—and the land they had their 

eye on was also in Palestine. In 1896, the Austrian publicist Theodor Herzl published his high-profile 

manifesto The Jewish State, a clarion call for Zionism. The pursuit of Zion, the historic homeland in the 

Torah, continued well into the twentieth century. The fact that the charismatic Herzl had such a strong 

resonance had to do with the resurgence of anti-Semitism at the end of the nineteenth century and the 

devastating pogroms in Eastern Europe that took the lives of thousands of Jewish people. In many 

countries, Jews were treated as second-class citizens and had to fear for their lives. The thought of 

settling in the Levant as pioneers and cultivating the land was thus incredibly appealing. Jewish patrons 

and Zionist organizations bought large tracts of land from Arab landowners, who had exercised 

economic power in Ottoman Palestine for centuries. And, since Herzl, they were not only drawn to the 

Holy Land. More than 2 million Jews, most of them poor, followed tens of millions of other Eastern 

European migrants to America. For them, the Promised Land was not in the Levant, but across the 

Atlantic. Meanwhile, in Palestine, the growing influx of Zionists led to a struggle over settlement rights 

that continues to this day. 

 After descending Mount Hermon, the Dutch travelers set out for Nazareth, the village where, 

according to the gospels, Jesus spent his childhood. The road was, as Marie wrote in her journal, barely 

passable. They struggled through the mountainous landscape, and even on flat land the paths were 

strewn with volcanic rock. A couple of them wore out the soles of their sandals and had to continue 

barefoot. Nevertheless, they managed to continue for days without contracting any illnesses from the 

marshes or collapsing from hunger or exhaustion. And although they struggled from the lack of food, 

they always found a place to spend the night.  

The village of Nazareth did not conform to their New Testament image of it. It mostly consisted 

of modern buildings with a couple of old ruins in between. They visited the holy well where Mary 

Magdalene drew water with a wooden bucket and saw local women proudly carrying pitchers on their 

heads without spilling a drop, just like in ancient times. They hiked the legendary Mount Tabor, the 

same journey Jesus made with three of his disciples, where he heard a voice from heaven say, “This is 

my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased; hear ye him.” The six friends had no such spiritual 

experience, but they did spend the night in one of the Catholic monasteries at the summit. Then, they 



walked from one Jewish village to the next. In Migdal, a settlement founded by Russian Zionists near the 

Sea of Galilee, the majority of the inhabitants were young people who welcomed them in their midst. 

Bram, who had made so many sketches earlier on in the trip, was now taking photographs and promised 

to send their hosts a few prints. When they left the next day, they were given some money, a box of 

chocolates, a bottle of eau de cologne and pills for malaria, a disease that was rampant in the region. 

Every night on their journey to the Holy City, they were offered a place to sleep in an 

establishment run by Zionists. In the communal atmosphere of those small Jewish villages, they never 

had to pay for their food or lodging. They usually managed to sell a stack of portrait cards, so that they 

didn’t have to beg like penniless vagrants at Jerusalem’s Jaffa Gate. 

Exhausted from a forty-kilometer hike under the merciless sun, they arrived in the Holy City on 

April 14, 1913, at seven in the evening. As usual, they went straight to the post office, hoping for 

messages from family and friends. When it was time to find a place to sleep, the men knocked on the 

door of the centuries-old St. John’s Hospital, which was founded by a congregation of Benedictine 

monks. They were offered free room and board for four days. In principle, women weren’t allowed 

inside, but they agreed to let Marie and Lisbeth Ankenbrand stay for one night. Not only were they able 

to rest after a long journey, the nutritious food on the table also restored their strength. The next day, 

the travelers searched for accommodation for the entire group and sought out an acquaintance of the 

Germans, Herr Kiefendorf. The man arranged for a cheap house for them with three large rooms: the 

two women shared one of them, the three Dutchmen shared another, and Ludwig Ankenbrand moved 

in with the two Germans who were already living there. Now that they had a place to stay, they could 

explore the area from there on foot. 

Their arrival coincided with Russian and Greek Orthodox Easter celebrations, which drew 

thousands of pilgrims to the city to receive the blessing at the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. The friends 

were enamored by the exotic religious atmosphere and eager to visit the holy sites. Marie observed 

faithful visitors kissing the doorpost at the entrance of the church and every stone of Christ’s empty 

tomb. The down-to-earth Delft woman felt like she was witnessing some kind of comedy performance. 

She saw pilgrims, overcome with emotion, fall to their knees to honor their Savior, who is said to have 

risen at that very spot. She was more impressed by the dome on the top of the church and the silver 

gilded lamps and paintings inside. But she did worry that the fanatical Greek and Russian tourists might 

try to steal some of these riches and keep them as souvenirs. 



 On the evening before Lag BaOmer, the annual Jewish fire festival, hundreds of people were 

moving through the city. There were soldiers in the streets ready to intervene in case the situation got 

out of hand. Tradition had it that at noon the next day, a fire would spontaneously ignite in the crypt of 

one of the legendary rabbis. No one was allowed inside to witness the miracle for themselves, but as 

proof, a dignitary would walk out of the crypt with a burning candle in his hands. All the bystanders 

would then rush to greet him, believing that the sooner someone touched the fire, the greater the 

chance of finding peace in life. With her friends, Marie visited the church of the tomb of Mary 

Magdalene in the Garden of Gethsemane, at the foot of the Mount of Olives. They descended into the 

crypt, which is about twenty feet underground and so dark they couldn’t see their hands in front of their 

faces. She couldn’t help but notice how much German was spoken in Jerusalem and how many 

Orthodox Russian Jews, with their “long coats and curls over their ears,” were walking around the city. 

She was put off by them, but she still got upset when she saw Arabs pouring pots of water on the Jews 

at the Wailing Wall. It may have been the Holy City of several major religions, but to the travelers it was 

mayhem—and they observed very little restraint. They stayed in Jerusalem for a few weeks to 

experience the season’s many holidays, then continued along the main tourist route through Palestine. 

By then, the group consisted of eight people, as Ludwig Ankenbrand’s two German roommates 

had decided to join them. With their sandals freshly soled, they headed for the Dead Sea, the lowest 

lake in the world, where they cooled their overheated bodies in the salty water. In the days that 

followed, they hiked through the dry valley of Kidron, where a mighty river had once forced its way 

through the mountains. The rocky landscape made an overwhelming impression on the nature-loving 

travelers, just as it had in Switzerland and Austria. After walking through the gorge for four hours, they 

arrived at the Holy Lavra of Saint Sabbas, a Greek Orthodox monastery founded in the fifth century by a 

Turkish monk who was later venerated as its patron saint. The sandstone complex was surrounded by 

high walls and rose up on the edge of a cliff like a mirage. Inside, religious life was conducted according 

to the strict precepts of the Byzantine church. The friends had prepared for their visit and already asked 

the monastic order in Jerusalem to receive them. The men were given a dark room with a wooden 

platform, mats and a few thin blankets. Women were forbidden to enter the complex, but the girls could 

spend the night in an old tower just outside the walls. 

In her diary, Marie wrote that a monk brought them a glass of water and cubes of Turkish 

delight and later coffee with bread, cheese and olives. They slept “the Arabian way on the floor,” with 

enough blankets to keep warm. To their surprise, the man locked the door to their room with a heavy 



key, which he turned five times, as if he wanted to protect the women from the temptations of the 

outside world. After a calm night, the girls had to wait for hours the next morning for their fellow 

travelers to return from the monastery, where they attended an early church service and were given a 

guided tour. The boys got to see the grave of the founding monk, who was said to have once stumbled 

upon a hidden cave with a sleeping lion inside. Legend had it that when the monk approached, the 

animal simply stretched out and went off in search of another place to sleep. And this was just one of 

many miracles that occurred in the saint’s lifetime. He was said to have identified the exact location of 

an underground spring that served as a life-saving water source in times of drought, and there were all 

kinds of stories about the healing of the sick and possessed and of hermits who were touched by the 

hand of God. 

While Marie and her friend were waiting, one of the monks pinched Lisbeth’s arm and 

shamelessly ran his eyes down her neck and breasts. Then he began to remove his shirt, which Marie 

found almost endearing at first because he was so physically unattractive. Still, she didn’t want the 

situation to get out of hand. She pointed the monk to the door, but he was not deterred. After all, they 

were in his domain. Marie decided it was time for a more aggressive strategy, so she started shouting. 

Even though the man didn’t understand a word she said, he knew perfectly well that he had crossed the 

line and scrambled out of the room. 

 

 

  



Journey’s End 

(pp. 220-225) 

[…] 

As the only one of the original group of globetrotters left, Bram set out on foot as soon as he could. In 

Palestine, he had already gone with a couple of Jewish comrades on a cheap trek through the colonies; 

as “members of the clan”, they never had to pay for a meal and a bed. And they must have earned a 

little extra money doing small jobs along the way. He loved to travel and regretted that his friends had 

decided to quit after the summer of 1913. On April 22 of that year, they had received a letter from the 

Dutch consulate in Tehran advising them not to continue on to Persia. The economic situation would 

make things exceptionally difficult for the Europeans, and in the event of a robbery, there were simply 

not enough police officers to intervene. And even though it was a highly photogenic country, it was not 

the best place to lug around fragile glass plates. Apparently, this was reason enough not to continue into 

the Far East. In the letters that the four friends wrote to each other in the months that followed, it’s 

clear that enthusiasm for the trip was waning. 

 But Bram wasn’t ready to give up on the adventure. On June 3, 1914, the time had come. With 

the two Jewish friends he met in Palestine, he set out on a new journey. They traveled through Gaza and 

then, via Jaffa, to the village of El Arish, where he asked Gerard, who was still in Jerusalem, for the 

addresses of magazines in Germany and Austria-Hungary. As before, his plan was to earn money writing 

magazine articles, because the sale of postcards—now with portraits of the new travelers—wasn’t 

bringing in enough cash. The three travelers trekked through the desert for four days with nothing but 

the two and a half kilos of bread provided by the government as provisions. They’d sent all their 

belongings on ahead to Cairo by mail, everything except the glass plates from Bram’s photographs. 

Those were sent back to Jerusalem. All they had to carry was food and water. They wore glasses with 

dark lenses against the blinding desert light and walked more than twenty kilometers per day. It was the 

dry season when they arrived in the Egyptian town of El Arish, and most of its inhabitants had left for 

Syria to find food and work. They wouldn’t come home again until the rains returned. Bram liked the 

subtropical climate, with the abundance of date palms and fig trees, and felt safer there than he did in 

Palestine. After a few days, they would walk on to Cairo, a city he knew well. But then, all of a sudden, 

history took an unexpected turn.  



On June 28, 1914, two shots were fired in Sarajevo, sparking what would later be known as the 

First World War. It wasn’t just any couple that was shot in a car, it was the heir to the throne of the 

Austro-Hungarian Empire and his wife. The assassin turned out to be a Serbian nationalist, and as a 

result, Austria-Hungary declared war on his country one month later. Before long, all the major 

European powers were sucked into the war. The Russians, French and British formed an alliance against 

the Germans and the Austrians. If things had stopped there, Bram could have continued his trip through 

the Middle East without too much trouble, but in September 1914, the Turks—as rulers of the Ottoman 

Empire—sided with the Germans against the Russians, and the governor of Egypt called on his subjects 

to do the same. That action prompted the British to declare a protectorate over Egypt and seize 

administrative authority. 

In the summer of the first year of the war, no one heard from Bram. But the stamps in his stamp 

book indicate that he passed through one village after the other on his way through Egypt and Sudan. 

After that, he planned to travel eastward through Eritrea, which was an Italian colony at the time. But 

when the authorities in South Sudan saw his passport full of foreign characters, they put an end to his 

journey. According to family legend, he was suspected of spying for the Germans. Whatever the truth 

may be, he took a train back to northern Egypt, where he boarded a ship for the Netherlands.  

Gerard and Marie also had to leave Jerusalem after the war broke out because they weren’t 

citizens of the Ottoman Empire and refused to renounce their Dutch nationality. On September 10, they 

received permission to leave Palestine and traveled to Port Said, where they ran into their friend Bram. 

The three of them waited there together for a week until they were cleared to leave, and on September 

23 they boarded a ship that took them via Smyrna back to the Netherlands.  

 

It seemed that Frans would follow the same route, but he was confronted with the kind of xenophobia 

that is so common in times of war. He was working in the agricultural colony of Be’er Ya’akov when the 

Turkish aggressor seized the property of all Jewish inhabitants. Given that most of the colonists were of 

Russian nationality, the colony was technically on the enemy’s side. The only way to avoid deportation 

was to become a Turkish citizen, but then there was a chance that they’d be drafted into the army and 

have to fight against their former countrymen. Moreover, they’d never be able to return to their home 



countries, where most of their families still lived. If they refused, however, they’d become prisoners of 

war and be stripped of all their possessions—and their freedom.  

Increasing numbers of Jewish settlers were faced with the same dilemma. Should they allow 

themselves to be “Ottomanized”, as Frans called it in his diary, or refuse to join the army on ethical 

principles? According to Frans, almost everyone around him chose to become Turkish for practical 

reasons. That way, they could at least continue their lives as Zionist pioneers, which was the reason they 

had left their homeland in the first place. Frans, however, was not prepared to give up his nationality, so 

he traveled to Jaffa, where he received money for food and a boat ticket to Beirut from the Dutch vice-

consul. With the support of the consulate, he should have had no trouble acquiring an exit visa to return 

to the Netherlands. He made all the necessary preparations for his departure with the help of 

acquaintances, but when it was finally time to go, the Turkish authorities wouldn’t allow him to board 

the ship. Due to fears of espionage, foreign citizens were no longer allowed to leave the country. Any 

attempt to escape was illegal and grounds for imprisonment. Frans’s extended stay with the Jewish 

Zionists in Be’er Ya’akov was now costing him dearly, for he could no longer leave. He was the only one 

of the Dutch globetrotters who stayed in Palestine after the war broke out. And except for one visit to 

his fatherland, he would spend the rest of his life in the Holy Land.  

 

  



The Globetrotters Revisited 

(pp. 364-369) 

At the cemetery in the Israeli village of Kfar Giladi in the fall of 2019, the descendants of Frans van der 

Hoorn serve as my guide. They tell me that all Jews are buried facing Jerusalem. I absorb little of what 

they are saying, as my gaze is drawn to the olive trees and conifers rising up in the shadow of the graves. 

Off in the distance, the tops of the cypress trees sway. Bushes and plants have sprung up between the 

tombstones. I walk out on an arched plateau overlooking a plain that extends all the way to the 

mountains of Lebanon. Fog hangs over the horizon of the Emek Hulla, a valley where migratory birds of 

all kinds—from black-winged kites and colorful kingfishers to cranes perched on one leg, white pelicans, 

and black-tailed godwits with long, sharp beaks—gather each year to lay their eggs before continuing on 

to Africa. But on that particular Sunday, there’s no sound of flapping wings. 

High on its pedestal, a lion of Judah carved from white sandstone stares off into the distance, a 

motionless symbol of strength and resilience. In the afternoon light, his jaws open wide. The monument 

is a tribute to the national hero Joseph Trumpeldor, the Russian-Jewish soldier who died along with 

eight of his comrades at the Battle of Tel Chai, an event also described by Frans. Trumpeldor died 

protecting the settlers’ farm, securing his legendary status in Israeli history books. Today, there are few 

Jewish children who don’t know his name. But I didn’t come here to pay homage to the famous war 

hero. In this Jewish cemetery, I am interested in a Zionist of a different battle.  

Behind the lion of Judah is a double grave, completely overgrown with plants, as if the man 

buried beneath it is still the gardener he was during his lifetime. Together with his grandchildren, I gaze 

at the leaves clinging like seaweed to the light-gray tombstone. There are clusters of daylilies, light green 

ornamental asparagus and bright purple spiderwort, a plant more commonly known as “wandering 

Jew”. They provide an improvised translation of the inscription on the Van der Hoorn couple’s 

tombstone:   

Our dear parents Frans and Tsila van der Hoorn. Died on 3 iyar 5706, 4-5-1946, at the age of 55, 

and on 13 May 1960, at the age of 67. May their souls be bound in the bundle of eternal life. 



But at the entrance to the cemetery, there’s another Van der Hoorn tombstone dated 1946. Until the 

death of his wife, Frans was buried there. The text—again in translation—includes a couple of details 

about his life:  

Tomb of Frans van der Hoorn. A dear man, devoted to labor and intellect. Born in The Hague, the 

Netherlands. Died on the 4th of May 1946, at the age of 55. 

 

A life dedicated to his work and to an ideal—Zionism. An unsuspecting visitor would hardly be surprised 

by the fact that Frans van der Hoorn was born in The Hague. The Jews who came to Palestine before the 

proclamation of the Israeli state came from all over the world, including the Netherlands. But there’s 

something wrong here: the Dutchman who was later buried alongside his wife wasn’t even Jewish. 

Technically, he should have been buried outside the cemetery, not in “Jewish soil.” According to the 

laws of Judaism, no uncircumcised man could be buried in a Jewish cemetery. Yet here he lies because 

his Jewish in-laws wanted it that way.  

Who was this Frans van der Hoorn, a visitor might wonder? Van der Hoorn is not a Jewish 

surname, so how did he come to rest in the cemetery of a Jewish settlement from the early years of 

Palestine? One of the grandchildren tells us that his grandfather once traveled across Europe on a 

bicycle with a group of friends—so not on foot. During my tour of Israel, I noticed that there were all 

kinds of myths circulating in the family about this eccentric grandfather from the Netherlands. During his 

life, he became a well-known gardener, and decades after his death many people still know his name. 

What remains a century later—not only of the story of Frans and his three travel companions, but of 

their belief in progress? Idealism may not be hereditary, but Gerard and Marie’s children did choose a 

vegetarian lifestyle. But a generation later, only one of their descendants does not eat meat, and very 

few abstain from mood-altering substances like alcohol and cigarettes. In that respect, times have 

changed. In Israel, Frans’s descendants are Zionists because Zionist ideology is the basis of the country 

they live in. But none of his grandchildren, nor Bram’s sons in Adelaide nor Gerard’s children in the 

Netherlands, possess an enthusiastic drive the ideals of socialism or communism. They didn’t need to 

rely on faith in progress in order to liberate themselves from an oppressive environment or the low 

expectations of their class. After a century in which all the great ideologies—communism, fascism, 

socialism and liberalism—led to disillusionment, the beliefs of the sandal-wearing idealists had lost 



momentum. Unlike the youth of a century ago, today’s youth have grown up in a disenchanted world. 

Moreover, the level of development in many countries has risen to such an extent that if the 

globetrotters were alive today, they would be shocked. The four of them had only completed primary 

school, and after that, they had to work. Half a century later, I grew up in the same city as Gerard and 

Frans, as the eldest son of a working-class family of four children. My father worked in construction, and 

my mother worked as maid until she got married and became a full-time housewife. Neither of my 

parents was very educated, but because education had become compulsory in the Netherlands, I was 

able to continue studying for four years after primary school. After that I had to find a job, just like the 

travelers in their younger years. Apparently, sixty years later, my upbringing was not all that different 

from that of Gerard and Frans in the Schilderswijk. Education was not held in high regard in our house 

either; we were expected to work with our hands. It can be hard to change the images we have of 

ourselves, and the way we’re raised can form a major barrier to our belief in progress. Fortunately, 

however, the politics of social democracy quickly gained ground after the war, and from the 1960s 

onward eager children from working-class backgrounds could pursue higher education with financial 

support from the government. After four years of night classes, you could continue on to the university. 

For me, in the 1970s, it was a leap into the unknown, because I had no one around me to emulate. The 

four travelers must have experienced this as well, for they too embarked on an adventure that took 

them far beyond the boundaries of the only environment they had ever known. They went out into the 

world to develop themselves the only way they could, by traveling, reading, writing, and conversing with 

people from different cultures.  

The globetrotters’ youth was marked by emancipation movements and the political pursuit of 

equal opportunities for all. Yet very few people dared to venture outside of their own biotope. This begs 

the question: why them? Who gave them the decisive push in a different direction? Who stimulated 

their belief in their own abilities? Little is known about their lives before the journey, so all we can do is 

guess. What the story of the four friends reveals above all is the role of chance—not only in their lives 

but also in our own. Take for example their encounters with the Ankenbrands or Bram’s trips with 

Hendrien through southern Europe. Their connections with other people changed the course of their 

lives: Frans developed tender feelings for the Russian-Jewish Rivka and for Tsila; Gerard was introduced 

to communism by his neighbor in Amsterdam; and Bram met Toos Hopper, the woman who would later 

become his wife and the mother of his three sons, on the street. If there’s anything we can learn from 

their story, it’s that we have only limited control over our own destiny. We are the result of a lifetime of 



constant motion. This was certainly true in Frans’s case. After being trapped in Palestine against his will, 

he discovered his talent for gardening. His family in The Hague must have read in amazement about 

their son’s new life in Palestine. Like many people, the four friends’ lives all took unpredictable turns, 

but there is no question that their journey around the world had a profound effect on them. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Wim Willems (b. 1951) is emeritus professor of Social 

History at the University of Leiden.  As an avid walker 

who also grew up in a working-class family where 

studying was not a given, he felt a strong bond with the 

three globetrotters and their inspired endeavour to lead a 

different life.  Willems is the author of, among other 

titles, the highly praised biography of Indo writer and 

intellectual Tjalie Robinson.  
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First press quotes: 

• ‘A story that seems to crazy to be true, but nevertheless is. […] It is a breath-taking 

journey.’ – NRC Handelsblad 

 

• ‘A small monument to bygone ideals.’ – Het Parool 

 

• ‘This book makes you reflect on hope, longing, dreaming and utopia.’  

– De Groene Amsterdammer 


