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Hidde Boersma
The Most Ordinary of Men

Reinder Brolsma
Land and People

The quiet life of Ale van der Meer, a dude from Friesland

Utterly convincing portrait of a remarkable man
in an epic with modern appeal

A roadmender without high ideals or
grand passions, a man who draws sustenance from the minor vicissitudes and
pleasures of life, Ale van der Meer is an
anti-hero inspired by a character called
Doede, introduced by Boersma in a poem
five years ago. Doede is a reference to The
Dude in the film The Big Lebowski.
Ale van der Meer used to work hard, but
nowadays he needs to make sure he takes
things easy. For the past year or so, the
council has been tendering out the bigger
jobs, so Ale and his colleague Anton are
left with nothing more demanding than
crooked paving stones and broken picnic
tables. Set straight a bashed road sign in
one village in the morning, repair a bit of
pavement in another village in the afternoon, then spend the rest of the day lying in
the grass verge with an ice cream, listening
to the Tour de France, is the schedule he
proposes to his fellow roadmender. ‘A busy
day, I understand,’ is the response.
When Ale isn’t working, he peels
potatoes for his wife, does a little rowing
and chats with people on the street. He
goes fishing sometimes too, but preferably
using a rod without a hook, since he’s not
out to catch anything. He likes to just sit in

his boat or in the garden at the back of the
house. There is nothing grand or significant about his life, but he is satisfied with
himself and the world. This is the source
of a freedom that makes him immune to
the jokes about his all too scarce work for
the council and causes his minor irritations to evaporate, a freedom that means
he has room for thoughts that astonish
even him. In young Frits, a holiday
replacement, the foreman of the council
roadmenders finds, without knowing it,
a second Doede.
Now aged almost sixty, Ale looks back
at his thoroughly run-of-the-mill life, takes
stock and decides it has been pleasant
enough. Frits, in his twenties, is right at
the start and he devotes himself fully to
everything life has to offer: the trivial
chatter of his workmates, last-minute
plans on a day off, a bizarre conversation
with an eccentric who lives in a caravan.
To this eager young man, the utterly
ordinary Ale is a bit of a hero.
Devotion, admiration and putting
things into perspective are the key themes
of this novel. Dedication to the most
everyday things proves exciting, often
hilarious, and part of a subtle commentary
on modern times.

Hidde Boersma (b. 1980) studied humanities
and has since done a wide range of work. After
his debut as a poet in 2008, he published a
short-story collection (2010) in which the central
characters were rather unusual. Nevertheless
they resemble Ale van der Meer in The Most
Ordinary of Men in that they are all people who
plough their own furrow without paying too much
attention to what others say.
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Daniel van Kuken is a mystery. This
does not trouble him, but it troubles his
parents, wife and children all the more.
His oppressive presence drives them out
of the house one by one. So what does he
do? He stubbornly carries on working.
But he is well aware that not only do his
family and neighbours fear him, they
laugh at him as well. In the end he asks
himself: what kind of a man am I?
Anyone reading Land and People will see
film scenes before them: a couple with an
eleven-year-old son, their household effects
piled up on two farm carts, slowly creeping
along an endless sea dyke. To left and right
is flat farmland with nothing but potatoes
and turnips. As they get closer to their new
home, they are watched by the strange
inhabitants of the labourers’ houses along
the old dyke. What can they expect of the
new residents of the farmhouse?
The small Van Kuken family features an
unusual combination of rigid piety and an
extreme urge to get on in the world. They
live as simply as possible and do all they
can to earn money. But young Daniel has
his odd moments. One day he unexpectedly comes home with a beautiful young
horse, and he refuses to listen to any more
pious talk. He is not trying to provoke
conflict but simply obeying his instincts.
Young Daniel does not try to connect

with anyone else in the new village. He
lives purely for himself. Even the jovial and
vivacious young woman who stays with
the family for a while and later marries
him does nothing to change that. But
neither does she simply accept her
husband’s boorish gruffness. She refuses
to relinquish her little pleasures and sees
to it that the children are able to live
elsewhere. The village community naturally follows all this with great fascination.
The novel describes the goings on in
and around Daniel van Kuken’s farmhouse
against the background of the social and
economic developments of the turn of the
twentieth century. The presence of a
capricious narrator is one striking aspect
of the book. He sometimes makes fun of
the characters a little, but nevertheless he
indulges them a great deal. He shows
complete understanding for their emotions, while at regular intervals taking his
distance from them. He contemplates how
people mess things up and how nature is
completely unconcerned about human
beings. In asides he also reflects on his role
as narrator. All this gives a novel about the
old farming life a modern vivacity and
appeal, all of it reflected in the narrator’s
spontaneous delivery.
Land and People is astonishing for its
richness of perspective, its stylistic power
and its remarkable irony and humour.

Reinder Brolsma (1882-1953) started his
working life as a housepainter, and the stories he
heard when working in people’s homes provided
him with material for his early published work. He
later earned his living as a journalist, and the lives
of simple people remained a source of inspiration.
He was undoubtedly influenced by the work of
Charles Dickens. His oeuvre includes many short
stories and ten substantial novels. A thousand
blue handwritten notebooks have survived.
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‘Brolsma writes completely
instinctively. He may more
than once have violated
standard grammar to some
degree, but only ever
deliberately, which makes
him exciting to read.’
— De Harpe
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