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Excerpt: Joukje Akveld, A Chimp on the Toilet 

 

TUESDAY 14 MAY, 1940 

At twenty-eight minutes past one, the clock at the Delftse Poort railway station stopped ticking. And it 

wasn’t the only one. All the electric clocks in the city centre came to a stop. One minute before, 

bombs had fallen on Rotterdam again. The electricity failed, the lights went out, the telephones 

stopped, time stood still. Only the bombers went on flying. 

 

Tuesday 14 May began as another fine day. There was little wind, the sun was shining, birds were 

singing. And yet the spring weather couldn’t cheer up the people of Rotterdam. The previous day, the 

queen and the government had escaped on a boat to England. Just a few days before that, when the 

Germans had invaded the city, the queen had promised on the radio that she would do her duty. She 

had told her people not to lose courage.  

 Now the queen had left the country, and the spirits of the people of Rotterdam were at an all-

time low. They felt abandoned. Her escape to England could mean only one thing: the country was in 

a bad way. So bad that the queen and the government no longer believed victory was possible.  

 Oddly enough, there was a strange sort of calm in the city that morning. The serious fighting 

that they’d seen in the previous days was over. There was no sign of German tanks and armoured 

vehicles. A few bombers flew over at ten o’clock, but then it was silent. Warily, people went back to 

work. The milkman delivered his milk, and the shops reopened after the Whitsun holiday. 

 The people had no idea that, at that very moment, the German commander-in-chief and the 

colonel in charge of Rotterdam were negotiating the city’s surrender. They knew nothing about 

Hitler’s impatience to push on to France and his plans to force the Netherlands to its knees that same 

day. They didn’t realize the minutes were ticking down on an invisible clock – until the moment when 

German bombers would set course for their city. 

 The people of Rotterdam thought the worst was over.  

 But the worst was still to come.  
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The bombing that the Germans had in store for Rotterdam on the fourteenth of May was different 

from the bombs they’d dropped on the city in the days before. The battle was taking too long for the 

Germans. The Netherlands was just a stepping stone for them, and France was the real enemy that had 

to be defeated. But they were worried that the Netherlands was going to receive help from Britain 

now, their other major enemy. The Germans weren’t keen on the idea of taking on France and Britain 

at the same time. So the conflict in the Netherlands had to be settled quickly. The Germans wanted to 

demonstrate that they would stop at nothing. Not the deaths of soldiers, not the deaths of civilians, not 

the destruction of a city. They completely disregarded the rules of war. Even though they were still 

negotiating the surrender of the city in Rotterdam, the plans had already been made in Germany. They 

were going to bomb not only military targets, but the entire city centre. The bombing on 14 May was 

designed to force the Netherlands to surrender at once. If it did not, then Utrecht would be next. 

Followed by Haarlem, The Hague and Amsterdam.  

 

That day, at around twelve o’clock, ninety bombers took off from German airfields. On board: 97,000 

kilograms of bombs. They flew over Rotterdam from east to west, releasing most of their load 

between 13:27 and 13:40, above the city centre and the port.  

 

In total: 

25000 houses 

675 warehouses 

2400 shops  

1437 office buildings 

517 bars, cafés and restaurants 

4 stations 

4 hospitals 

26 hotels 

2 theatres 

12 cinemas 
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21 churches 

69 schools 

2 museums 

were destroyed. Bridges collapsed, streets ceased to exist halfway down, office buildings and factories 

collapsed like houses of cards. The prison took a direct hit too. The guards opened the cell doors so 

that the prisoners could run to safety. Many of them stayed around to help rescue people and to clear 

the destruction. 

 Because that’s what it was – complete destruction. Within thirteen minutes, the centre of 

Rotterdam had been transformed into five million cubic metres of rubble, dust and debris. That’s 

enough to fill two thousand Olympic-sized swimming pools. The occasional wall was still standing, 

or the façade of a house. But otherwise the centre was a flattened expanse of land. Only the tower of 

the Laurenskerk was still intact, sticking out of the mounds of rubble like an accusing finger.  

 

The bombing achieved what the Germans had been hoping for. At 16:50 Dutch troops received the 

order to lay down their weapons. And at 19:15 there was a brief announcement on radios in living 

rooms throughout the land: the Netherlands had surrendered. 

  



4	
	

MEANWHILE AT THE ZOO 

That Tuesday afternoon, the bombs fell outside the zoo. The animals were lucky, for a short time. But 

the next disaster was already approaching: fire. The bombing had caused fierce fires to break out and 

rage all over the city. We’ll have to extinguish them, thought the people of Rotterdam, but the bombs 

had destroyed the water pipes. Nothing worked anymore. They pumped water out of canals and other 

waterways, which was no easy task, particularly because many of the firehoses had been destroyed by 

the flames. 

 Fire needs oxygen. The burning city set the air in motion. The gentle breeze of that morning 

whipped the flames into a firestorm. Clouds of sparks swept along the streets. People fled, running 

through the burning city with whatever they’d been able to rescue from their homes. A chair, a rug, a 

birdcage. Looking for a safe place, some of them ran into the zoo. They threw their belongings in a 

heap. Others took advantage of the chaos to steal things. Everything that wasn’t nailed down was soon 

snatched by nimble fingers, even the parrots on their perches. 

 No one stopped the thieves. A nearby hospital was ablaze. No matter how much the staff at 

the zoo loved the animals, people had to come first. So the zookeepers jumped onto their bikes and 

went to rescue the sick people from the burning hospital. 

 Meanwhile, the fire was spreading rapidly. By the evening, the city centre was a sea of 

flames. That night, the fire reached the zoo. At the junction of Kruiskade and Diergaardesingel, the 

sparks rained down onto the cattle house. The roof caught fire. The keepers opened the doors and 

chased the animals outside. Some deer, six zebras, five bantengs, three anoas, two bison, a nilgai, a 

zebu, a giraffe and Jan the Przewalski’s horse all ran free through the zoo. They were found in the 

strangest places the next morning. 

 

One deer was leaping around in the rubble on Coolsingel. 

 

Others had headed across the zoo to the greenhouse. The windows had all been blown out, so the deer 

trotted inside and ate up the rare plants. 
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The bison were standing with scorched backs among the burning train carriages on the platform at 

Delftse Poort station. 

 

The zebras were grazing on the grass along Diergaardesingel. 

 

The giraffe was running around the zoo.  

So were the bantengs. Their enclosure had been destroyed, so the keepers just let them go. 

 

The anoas had sunk into the mud on Diergaardesingel. They had to be pulled out with ropes. 

 

Jan the Przewalski’s horse ended up in a canal. He was rescued too. 

 

But the nilgai had run back into its shed. It didn’t survive the fire. And a few of the deer were so 

seriously wounded that they had to be put down. 
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JOSEPHINE AND AGAM  

Karel van Duijn’s café was on the corner of Zijdewindestraat and Diergaardesingel, not far from the 

zoo. There were the usual tables and chairs, and a bar with stools. Downstairs was a beer cellar, where 

the barrels were stored, and there were two toilets in the corner: the ladies and the gents. And there 

was a telephone box, which was a small space, not much more than a door with a telephone behind. 

The phone was for the use of the customers. If it was getting late, you could use a coin to call home.  

 The café was closed during those days in early May 1940, because of the threat of war. The 

people at the zoo knew that. Maybe some of the keepers popped in for a beer at Karel’s after a day 

spent feeding animals and mucking out enclosures. Maybe they had a chat with Karel. Maybe he’d 

told them that he wasn’t at all happy about what the Germans were getting up to in Europe. The 

keepers must have noticed the closed curtains on their way to work. 

 

On that Tuesday in May when the bombs fell on Rotterdam, one of them must have remembered 

those three doors in the café.  

 And realized that he’d never thought about it that way before, but they were a lot like big 

boxes that could be locked up. 

 That you could use to store something in. 

 And they were just the right size for an ape. 

 

Question: where do you put a bunch of escaped apes who can’t go back to their cages? Answer: on the 

toilet in an empty café. During peacetime, anyone would have laughed in your face if you’d come up 

with that idea, but it wasn’t peacetime. The city was at war and fires were raging all over. So the other 

keepers just nodded when one of them mentioned the café on the corner of Diergaardesingel. Yes, 

you’re right, those toilets. And yes, the telephone box. It wasn’t such a bad idea, it might actually 

work.  

 They went looking for the apes. Some of them were still hanging around near the damaged 

ape house, but others had gone roaming. They were found all the way to Coolsingel and Oostplein in 

the centre of the devastated city. 
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 The orang-utan Agam and the chimpanzee Josephine were the first to be caught. Two of the 

keepers took them by the hand and put them on the back of their bikes. Agam went willingly, but 

Josephine was anxious and nervously hopped up and down. A few capuchin monkeys were rounded 

up and put on the bike saddles, and then the keepers set off. With their bikes loaded with all kinds of 

apes, they left the zoo. The peculiar mini-parade turned off at Diergaardesingel. The keepers parked 

their bikes on the corner and then helped their unusual passengers onto the pavement, forced the lock 

and went into the café. 

 Once they were inside, everything went badly wrong. Josephine was really upset, much worse 

than the keepers had realized. She started flailing around with her fists. She didn’t look at what she 

was hitting, but smashed everything within reach. The beer tap, the glasses stacked behind the bar, the 

capuchin monkey sitting beside her. With one blow, Josephine killed the little monkey.  

 As quickly as they could, the keepers locked her up in the men’s toilet. Agam ended up 

behind the door of the telephone box, and the capuchin monkeys were taken to the beer cellar. A little 

later, some of the other keepers brought along three little chimpanzees and a box with a tiger cub 

inside. The chimps all went into the ladies’ toilet, and the tiger was put in the beer cellar, still in its 

box. 

 The keepers nailed up the three doors so that no one would open them by accident. Then they 

left the café and closed the door behind them. 

 The next day, Karel van Duijn returned to his café. He was very surprised to see the sealed-up 

doors. So he fetched a pair of pliers and pulled out the nails. And then, standing there in his own café, 

Karel van Duijn had the shock of his life. 


