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Celebrating during strange, difficult times

As we mark 75 years since Victory in Europe, VE Day, it is strange to find most of the world in
varying states of lockdown against an unseen enemy. The impact of COVID-19 has been
tragic for some, and has affected us all. The disruption to BATA’s plan, with our Dutch
friends, to celebrate our long friendship, seems insignificant in comparison to everything
else going on. But, sadly, disruption there has been.
Given we cannot be together, and what we planned has not happened, we thought we at
least would share what would have happened, and what still might. In addition, even in the
Lockdown, some major events have occurred of great significance to all who value Bath’s
link with Alkmaar. Read on…

The Barrel Organ Saga

We have been planning for at least three years to undertake some joint activity with our
friends in Alkmaar around the old barrel organ (actually a humble barrel piano) which was
used in Bath in 1945 to publicise the original ‘Alkmaar Appeal’.
The barrel organ was gifted to Alkmaar
in 1946, as a momento of the city-wide
campaign to collect food, clothing, and
money, to address the effects of the
Hunger Winter of 1944-5 in Holland,
and the vandalism of the Nazi
occupation (the destruction of all books
in English in the City Library, for
example).
Here the little instrument is in Juy 1945
with two almost-legendary characters
in the Bath-Alkmaar story, Jimmie Wills,
secretary to the Alkmaar Appeal, and Mayor van Kinschot of Alkmaar, on his very first visit to
Bath, just weeks after Liberation.
The instrument is now old, and a little fragile and worn; indeed, it was already venerable in
1945, when it was re-purposed by the Rotary Club of Bath to act as a publicity vehicle for the
fund-raising. On one level, it is a mere historical curiosity. But on another, not least to the
people of Alkmaar, it is a priceless historical artefact.
What started as a plan to record the tunes off the barrel organ and put them on the internet
for posterity, soon became a plan to re-tune and readjust the humble instrument. But how?
And where?
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Amazingly, one of the UK’s last remaining specialists in barrel pianos of this type is Deans of
Whitchurch, between Bath and Bristol. (if you are interested in old fairground organs and
the like, do visit their website www.deanorganbuilders.co.uk).
Could the barrel organ be brought over to the UK for Deans to examine and adjust so that,
for at least one more time, it could play its tunes, last heard properly over 70 years ago? A
formal proposal was put to the present Mayor of Alkmaar. A joint working party was
established to work through the administration and arrangements for its safe passage and
storage, and fund-raising began in earnest.
In October last year, Mayor Bruinooge formally approved a plan for the offical loan of the
vintage instrument to the Mayoralty of Bath, agreeing it could reside in the Bath Guildhall
for a year, on public display.
All was set for the Barrel Organ to be brought over in late April 2020. A slot had been
reserved in Dean’s busy schedule for them to work their magic. Permissions had been
granted by the B&NES authorities for a display area in the Guildhall foyer. An event to
herald the organ’s arrival was about to be announced, allowing the instrument to play a part
– literally – in Bath’s commemoration of VE Day.
And now, of course, everything has had to be put on hold.
Suffice to say, the desire for this wonderful project to come to fruition remains strong. The
logistics have become more complex. But, in memory of those who 75 years ago cooperated in such a significant way that all these decades later, their legacy of friendship
remains, we shall overcome! Naturally, we will keep BATA members informed of progress.

A fine painting!
Part of our plans for the visit of the barrel organ,
when it happens, is to use it to help spark the
interest of schoolchildren across Bath in the story,
and our ongoing links with Alkmaar.
We were delighted to commission a special
painting of the instrument from a fantastic young
artist, Georgia, aged 10, from Widcombe Junior
School.
We think it’s brilliant – thanks Georgia!

A story fully told, at last: “The Remarkable Journey of Mr Prins”

Over the years, and certainly since the responsibility for keeping the twinning link alive was
passed to volunteers from a twinning association, the idea of having the origins of the link
told in book form has been talked about. As we re-discovered the story, and added new
elements during our Alkmaar 70 celebration a few years ago, more and more people said:
“This would make a fantastic book”.
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Now, thanks to published international author, and
BATA committee member Aletta Stevens, that dream
has become a reality.
Aletta has spent much of the last two years
undertaking research in Bath and in Alkmaar,
including interviewing some of those who still recall
the events of the early 1940s in both cities.
The trigger for the connection, of course, was the
flight from Alkmaar in 1941 of a young anti-Nazi
activist, Eli Prins, a member of one of many prominent
and well-respected Jewish families long-settled in that
part of the Netherlands.
Eli came to Bath because his sister was married and
living here. He spoke at the Rotary Club and other
groups about his experiences. And when the Hunger Winter provoked huge sympathy
across Britain, it was the impact of his talks, and the energy and determination of the young
man himself, which led to Bath being given special permission from Queen Wilhelmina of
the Netherlands, to ‘adopt’ Eli’s home town.
So it was that a genuinely City-wide campaign began in Bath, to collect food, clothing,
cooking utensils and cash, to send on to Holland when peace came.
The barrel organ played its part in this:
here it is at what seems to be a cycle
race in Summer 1945. Does anyone
have any idea where and when this
was?
Nowadays twinning is understandably
mostly about fun and fellowship. But
behind this celebration of life and
common humanity is of course a
darker, tragic tale, not least the fate of
Alkmaar’s Jewish community, and the
impact of the ‘Bath Blitz’ on people living here.
Aletta’s book tells the uplifting story of how our link came to be made, setting it in its
context in both cities. It’s a moving and gripping read, and a worthwhile testament to Eli, his
lost family, and all those involved in establishing the link from which we still get so much
pleasure today.
Buy your signed copy, at a special price: Aletta is offering all members of BATA the
opportunity to buy a signed copy at a 20% discount on the cover prixe (£12 instead of £15,
plus postage). You can order a copy from her own website: www.alettastevens.co.uk

King’s Day 2020: the Ambassador rolls up his sleeves
For the last few years we have done our bit, in the little corner of Bath that becomes a small
part of North Holland each first Wednesday evening of the month during Alkmaar Café
events, to celebrate Holland’s National Day, King’s Day.
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Of course, this year we could not. And we were not alone in
being affected.
Even HE Simon Smits, the Dutch
Ambassador to the UK (whom some of you will recall visited
Bath in 2018), had to himself put out the special King’s Day
Flag on the Dutch Embassy, due to most of his staff not
being present. He tweeted an amusing clip of him doing the
honours, (“I hope this works!” he says at one point). You
can watch him at work on his Twitter feed: he is @sjsmits.
Update: To thank all the British heroes who helped to
liberate the Netherlands from Nazi occupation, on Dutch
Liberation Day Ambassador Smits paid a special visit to 103year-old WWII veteran Kenneth Mayhew, a lovely and richly
symbolic gesture. You can see him making the visit on
Twitter also.

Bath Young Musicians were due to be in Alkmaar

As part of the commemoration of 75 years of peace in Western Europe, BATA’s good musical
friend, conductor of the Artiance Youth orchestra, Otto de Jong, had planned a special
concert in the ‘Grote Kerk’ in Alkmaar, featuring not only his own local players, but also
young musicians from three of Alkmaar’s twin cities: Darmstadt in Germany, Tata in
Hungary, and also Bath.
Four young orchestral musicians had
been found to represent our City at
this important multi-national event.
We are so sorry that the huge
enthusiam of Alex, Evie, Lucy and
Owen, the willingness and efforts of
their parents and school staff, and of
course the ingenuity and hard work of
Otto and his superb team, have been
curtailed by the impact of the virus.
Otto and we all hope that a new
concert can be held, and the planned
visit from Bath reinstated.

COMING UP:

We are presently all wondering quite what the next few days will hold, let alone the next
few weeks or months.
Two twinning events we know about planned
for 2021 are:
- Otto de Jong has been planning to bring his
Artiance Youth orchestra back to Bath in
April, for a concert in the Guidhall, in which
Otto even has plans to include the barrel
organ.
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- The Rotary Club of Bath is due to make its
latest regular four yearly visit to their fellow
Rotarians in Alkmaar, probably in May.
The two Clubs alternate their visits every two
years: the last was from the Alkmaar Club to
Bath in 2019, the largest group visit yet.

We are here to help: If you are aware of any other Bath-Alkmaar visits being planned, please
let us know: we are always interested, and can provide support for things like free entrance
to the Roman Baths, as well as some limited finanical support.

Alkmaar Café

Our usual Alkmaar Cafés, held on the first
Wednesday of each month, from 7.00pm
to 9.00pm at the Rising Sun pub, in Grove
Street, Bath, have, of course, had to be
suspended.
We are of course not the only group to
have its regular meetings disrupted.
Perhaps we should hold an online Zoom
Café in June, if we are not able to meet in
person? We could then, of course,
include attendees from Akmaar!

Stay in touch with BATA online:

You can keep in touch with us, and Alkmaar via our social media channels and our website:
Website: www.bath-alkmaar.eu
Twitter: @BathAlkmaar
Facebook:BathAlkmaarTwinning

STAY WELL, EVERYONE, ‘TOT ZIENS!” AND SEE YOU SOON!
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