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When Gail Lim arrivedin the Netherlands, Sipke Vermeulen
was seventy-four years old, and Canada was the country of
the pilot who fell from the sky over Ysbrechtum in 194o0.
That night, almost sixty years ago, the parachute had come
down like a balloon returning from the heavens. Sipke had
heard the explosion, turned his face towards the glint of fire,
and run out into the grass with his three brothers. They
were older, and they ran ahead of him, their eyes focused
on the sky. Above the farmhouse, the parachute floated out
from beneath the clouds, it looked like a part of the moon
torn away. He watched the figure cradled in the harness, the
slender lines of the body growing ever clearer. When the
parachute collapsed into the ground, the folds fluttered in
the breeze. Sipke’s brothers pushed their way through the

buttresses of silk.
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Certainty

They hid the Canadian pilot in their barn. When the
Germans came, his father described the explosion and the ball
of light, and then the parachute that had appeared in the
flames. The Germans asked where the parachute had landed,
and his father made a drawing. He told them that the remains
had been carried off by the wind, west towards the sea.

Sipke was twelve years old. Three times each day, he
brought food and drink to the injured pilot, and then sat
with him. The pilot taught him his first English word,
which was thirsty. Sipke’s mother took the parachute, cut it
into pieces, and made new dresses for each of his sisters. In
time, with the covert assistance of the village doctor, the
pilot’s broken bones mended. One day, the pilot disappeared,
having been taken in the night by Resistance workers who
had come up from the south.

When the war ended, Sipke was seventeen years old.
Each of his three brothers had married, moving out of his
parents’ farmhouse and into homes of their own, but Sipke
had a longing to see the world. He studied languages,
English, French and German at the university in Groningen,
and after he had finished his schooling, he went to London.
There, in the evenings, he wandered the museums, which
were free and warm. In one, there was an exhibition of
Robert Capa’s photographs. He saw the famous Spanish
Civil War soldier, arms flung out in the moment of death;
across the room, in the grainy photos of the D-Day landing
at Normandy, Allied soldiers, munitions on their backs,
laboured through the water. Night after night, he returned
to this gallery, he sat on a bench and stared at the images
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