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The Black Tulip

It is only with the heart that one can see rightly; what is essential is invisible to the
eye.
Carin Klabbers-Ouwens
Translated by Philip-Klabbers

[1] When I was a child growing up in the Netherlands, I often begged my mother to tell me
this story about an experience her family had at the end of World War II.

[2] During the terrible last winter of the German occupation, the hongerwinter, food was
very scarce in the Netherlands. People were so desperately hungry, they began to eat small
animals and many things not normally considered edible, including tulip bulbs. People
discovered the bulbs could be cooked like potatoes or turnips, or even eaten raw.

[3] For centuries. my mother’s family, the Van der Veldes, had owned a highly successful
tulip business, which provided jobs for many in our village of Ridderkerk. Their bulbs were
popular throughout Europe and abroad; and the family name was known far and wide. But
the war shut their business down, and during the winter of hunger, my grandfather,
Arnoldus, donated all his tulip bulbs to feed the hungriest villagers.

[4] All, that is, except for a few irreplaceable bulbs. For years, Arnoldus had been trymg
to cultivate a black tulip, somethmg no gardener had ever been able to do. He was now very
close. By careful selection, he had created a dark-purple tulip. These few bulbs he guarded
vigorously to prevent people from stealing them for food. He did not even give them to his
family to eat, because they would make just one meager meal, and eating them would
.destroy his chance of restarting his business and restoring his village after the war.

[5] One day, underground Radio Orange announced that the war was over. There was great .
rejoicing, but more hardships were still to come. The German forces that had occupied and
terrorized our country for five long years started to withdraw, battalion after battalion. But as
they pulled back, some soldiers deserted and fled toward Germany, sacking and looting as
they went. There was much destruction, and the Dutch people still faced grave dangers.

[6] My grandfather, Arnoldus, looked at his pale, thin children and realized that the hunger
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could continue for a long time as the war left poverty in its wake. He wondered if it might be
time to feed his precious bulbs to his children. Certainly it would be better than losing the
bulbs to the marauding bands of fleeing German soldiers. After hours of agonizing, he made
his decision. He seized a shovel and went into the garden. There he found my mother,
Albertha, then just seven, looking flushed and agitated. o

(7] “Papa! Papa! I must tell you something,” Albertha said. -Over her shoulder, Arnoldus
saw a band of drunken, looting Germans coming toward them down the street. He whispered
to Albertha to run inside the house and frantically began digging for his bulbs. Over and over
his shovel came up empty. He was too late. Someone had already stolen them.

[8] Crazed with grief and rage, he ran toward the street screaming, “They have stolen my
tulip bulbs!” Albertha, watching from the doorway, cried out and ran to stop him. Before
she could reach Arnoldus, a German soldier raised his pistol and shot him. Although the
German surrender had - been signed, a curfew was still technically in effect, and my
grandfather had violated it. _

[9] Arnoldus survived his wounds and mended slowly. When he could finally leave his bed,
he sat by the window staring outyjnto the garden. He was so regretted that he hadn’t given the
bulbs to his family sooner. The war was over and spring was coming, but life remained very
hard. Many houses had been bombed. There was little food and jobs were few.

(10] Finally the weather warmed, and Arnoldus was able to sit outside. Albertha stayed
close to him, attending to his every need, rarely leaving him even to play with her friends.
She had become quiet and reserved, although she had been a happy, bubbly child before the
war. Sometimes she would try to cheer her father by pointing to the pile of rubble next door,
that was left of their neighbors’ bombed house. She reminded her father that at least their
family still had each other and a roof above their heads. Arnoldus realized the truth in her
words and often glanced over at the ruins to remind himself of how lucky they had been.
[11] One day, he noticed something sprouting among the broken bricks and concrete. He
pointed out the green leaves to Albertha. Suddenly, all her reserve left her. She began to cry
hysterically. Between convulsive sobs, she told him that these were his black tulip bulbs. He
held her close and listened with amazement as she told her story.

[12] Just before her father was shot, Albertha had been in the garden when a friendly
German soldier had approached her. Carl Meier was stationed in the family’s neighborhood
during the German occupation. He had Van der Velde bulbs in his own garden back home in
Germany, and he appreciated their value. Carl had watched as Arnoldus gave away the
precious bulbs to feed his neighbors, and he suspected that there were more hidden away.
The soldier warned Albertha that a band of German looters was on its way down the street.
He urged her to hide the remdining bulbs away from the yard, which would surely be
searched. And he begged her not to mention his name to anyone because he could be court-
martialed for his warning. ’
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[ 13] Just then the laughing and shouting of drunken soldiers could be heard coming down the
* road. Carl Meier fled. With no time to summon her father, Albertha scrabbled in the dirt
with her bare hands, scooped up the bulbs from their hldmg place, and reburied them in the
rubble next door.
[14] As she clambered back over the fence into her own garden, she found her father
digging with a shovel. She tried to tell him what she had done, but he was so intent on his
work that he ignored her.
[15] For some tﬁne, it was uncertain whether Armnoldus would survive his gunshot wound.
When he began to recover, Albertha went to retrieve the bulbs, knowing that. seeing them
would raise his spirits. She climbed over the fence and gasped with horror. An unstable wall
had collapsed on the spot, covering the bulbs. It seemed impossible to the little girl that
~ anyone could ever move the heavy slab. Overwhelmed with sorrow, Albertha decided not to
tell anyone what she had done.
[16] However, during the last cruel days of winter, ice must have formed in the cracks of
the wall, gently forcing them apart. With the warmth of spring, the ice had melted and the
tender shoots had made their way up toward the sun.
[17] Arnoldus had survived, and so had his bulbs. Now father and daughter stood lookmg at
the young green leaves.
[18] It took some time, but my grandfather rebuilt his business, starting with those' few
bulbs. The rare dark-purple tulips eventually became an enormous source of income for the
people in Ridderkerk and provided many much-needed jobs. The recovery of Ridderkerk
persuaded its people that there could again be happiness after so much misery and new life-
after so much death. As the tulips rose from the ruins and came to bloom again, so did the
Netherlands.
[19] Although the Van der Veldes tried to locate Carl Meier, he was never found. But the
family did find a way to honor his courage and kindness. When my mother’s little brother was
born the following year, the grateful family named him Karel, the Dutch version of “Carl”.
(1, 254 words)
From The Saturday Evening Post, May/June 2001

Mw Words

edible . a. fit to be eaten; suitable to be used as food & & 7444 ; 7T1& /A &5
/'edibl/ :

tulip n. a garden plant that grows from a bulb and has large colorful
/'tjusdip/ cup-shaped flowers on top of tall stems A4 %

bub n. . a round root of certain plants 3k %
/balb/ '
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turnip
{"tormnip/
irreplaceable
/,iri'pleisabl/
cultivate
/'kaltiveit /
vigorously
/'vigorasli/
meager
/'mizga/
rejoicing
/ri'dzoisin/
terrorize
/'teroraiz/
battalion
/ba'teljon/
sack

/sxk/

loot

/hast/
marauding
/ma'rowdin/
agonize
/'gonaiz /

" agony
/'®egoni/
flushed
/flaft/

agitated
'edziteitid /
* agitation
/eedzi'teifon/
frantically‘
/'freentikoli /

vt.

vt

VI,

vi.

(a plant producing) a large round yellowish or white root

- which is used as vegetable %,k k%, ¥ I

too special, unusual, or valuable for anything else to take its
place (AR FHRXF EM) Rk A X EH i H 4K

- to plant, grow, and raise (a crop) by preparing the soil,

providing water, etc. #%3&,#v#h ;4
forcefully, energetically #.i#% 7% A1 3k ; H 71 3k s 4% h 3,

. very small in number or amount ; not enough in quantity,

quality, strength, etc. R Z &9, R 245 ;&5

Jml or lit great and uncontrolled joy, esp. shown by a number
of people [ EEX &K L] KMk %k

to fill with terror of force into obedience by threats or acts of

 violence *FuE ;48 1% &

a group of usu. 500 -1 000 soldiers made up usu. of four or
more companies & ‘ A

(esp. of an army in former times) to destroy buildings, take
things of value, and usu. harm or kill people in (a defeated
city) (48 &8 FIR) %534

to steal, esp. in large quantities, and often causing widespread
damage #.#) ; %3

moving around in search of something to steal, burn, or destroy
A, FE |

infml to make a long and anxious effort when considering
something or trying to make a decision[ f E X, ] (¥ —#
FHEIMBREN AR, WA E

() A FE

(of a person) red in face, esp. as a result of strong emotions,
heat or alcohol; excited or eager( ) B /FiB 4 69 ; 2 58, A
XX A

feeling anxious and not calm % & R4

[ U] painful excitement or feeling; anxiety % &, 8 & R%

(do sth. ) in an uncontrolled state of feeling; madly 4 % #&
b s BRI hELk



curfew
/'karfju:/

violate
['vaisleit /
' reserved
/ri'zavd/
* reserve
/ri'zarv/
bubbly
/'babli/

rubble
/'rabl/
sprout
/spraut/
* sprout
/spraut /
hysterically
/hi'sterikali/
* hysteria
/hi'stioria/
convulsive
/kan'valsiv/
" * convulsion
/kon'valfan/

court-martial
/kort-'mazfal/
summon
/'saman/

scrabble
/'skeabl/
clamber
/'kleembo/
retrieve
fri'trizv/

VL.

VI,

Vi.

Unit 1 The Black Tulip & 5

[U] a rule that everyone must stay at home between paf_ticular
times, usvally at night, esp. during a war or a period of
political trouble % % ‘

to break or act against (esp. a law, agreement, principle etc. )
H R

(typical of people)not like to talk about themselves or to show
their feelings; shy B E T #4560, % ¥

the habit of not showing feelings or thoughts #-3% ; 3% i¥ ; i& Bk

infml (esp. of a woman or a girl) attractively full of energy
and enthusiasm [ EX](AHELSXH) FRG; LA
389 o
[ U] (a mass of) broken stones or bricks, esp. from a building
that has been destroyed( L35 IR 508 ) B G, Bsk | 7R
to (cause to) grow, appear, or develop(1#) £ ¥ ;X ¥, 5 & ;
b ¥ 3

(M) ¥, %

(do sth. ) in a hysterical \r;'ay Bk Ay R, 3k,

[U] a condition of nervous excitement in which the sufferer
laughs and cries uncontrollably &k A7/& 2
being, having, producing a convulsion J% & 45 , 3h 4% )

[usu. pl] a number of sudden violent uncontrollable shaking
movements caused by esp. by illness [—HBEH] K,
#

to try (someone) in a court-martial VA EEF H)( EA)

Jml to order (someone) to go to or be present at a particular
place, or to officially arrange (a meeting of people) [ i X ]
B, B% 5%, B4

infinl to move (one’s fingers or toes) wildly and quickly ( as if)
looking for something [ 3E EE X, ] (B F48) $\#K; LI\

to climb somewhere with difficuity, often using the hands and
feet (F2h3b) fe, £ %

fml to find and bring back; regain X8 ; €3



