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INTERVIZW WITH JOHN: LIGTVOET

Hi. Nhat is your name?
My nane is-John ngtwoet. : ' g
Would you tell ‘me oomethlng about your llfe in the Netherlandq.l-ﬁ{if

Yes, at-the age OQ 12 I worked in a barber shcp in my home town . "'
for 3 years. .Then I left town and worked in another city for

2 yéars. And from there I came to'the U.S.. I was 17 when I

came to the U.S. all by- myself. The rest of my family stayed

in the Netherlands. ' S : .

Why dld you come to the Unlted btates°

Well, this certain man whom I had woraed for ln the Netherlgnds
wrote to me and told me- of the conditions in the United State

He kind of invited me or urged me To come tb the United States.
I came to CGrand Rapids and worked in a barber shop for 3 years.
Then 'I left Grand Rapids and went to Wisconsin and I worked
there for 3 years. Then I came to Holland. Michigan.

How big was Holland in thos2 t1m°s°

I would say about 12,000 inhabitants.” I startedia barber shop
on eightheertistreet and stayed there until about 2 years ago.
I worked there a little over 50 years. ' Then because of my
health I had to retire. . - :

‘Did you own the barher shop?

N@,‘I owned the business but not the bmilding,-

_Oh.Jdid'you make alot of money? -

The: business at first of course. I had to work it up. There -
were times that I didn't do so well and there were ttmes when
I .did very well - . _

‘Did the customers ever get mad? ° s Floladee

Well, of course you can not satisfy everyone. 1 always. tried
to do the best I can z2nd I gained many really,I'd almost say
friends, who came reguarly. Even now that I am retired, I
prob;uly shoulda't say so, because I .am not ‘allowed to work
in the basement. But I have a place fixed up in the basement , ..
so some. of the real old men and aqualntancas come onece Ln a e e
while to ¢ et a hhi cut. ‘

v ol larg g

I Nlll be 85 years old 1n March.

2= o re still working, tnat‘s really rlce.
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Like I said, I started at the age of 12 at thﬂ birber shop and :
I worked almost 72 years as. a nrbﬂr. -

How dld you become a barber?.

Well, shortly before we graduated from school, the superintendant
‘of the school came around and asked us boys what kind of work
~.we intended to:do. I had already made up my mind that 1 was-
‘‘going to be a barber. I told him so, and that is why when I got

out of school I started to wark as a bapvber. You. see, we only
have 6 years of schooling but that was 6 yz2ars of class work.

" Those days there were no sports of any kind. You went to school

at 9-0'clock and you were in the class room until 12 o'clock

‘' You went home to dinner and back tec class at 10 o'clock: ' You -
were in the class room until 4 o' clock. We had 3 weeks vacation
in the summer time and we had one week dm:':l.ﬂ."r christmas time.
That was all the vacatlon that we had.

Oh, you studied alot.

So. vou can well imagine that al nough we only went 6 years to

.school, we had at least 10 years of school work. Compared with
‘what they have here.

How do you manage the house° 1 see that you are alone. Do you

* live alone here?

T havs lived alone for 13 _years. My wife died in about 13'yeﬂfs
ago. I have taken care of the house work and.my own cooklng
all during these years.

Ch, you do a very good Jjob of 1it. 1 can see_that it is a
beautiful house inside.

Well my wife was a good house keepnr and .I think that I got it

Ifnom her. Yes, I can cook and I can bake.

Oh, that's really neat. Have you gone back to the wernerlands”
I have never beeh back to the Netherlands.

Oh no. Would you like %o?

well; I am 2 home body. I don't-like to leave home. I am the
only one left of the family. That.is of brothers and sisters

and folks. The-rest of them all have diéd. One of the oldsst '
sisters died about 3 years ago. She was 89 then.

Have you had any contact with your family?

“One of my neices of my oldest sisters' daughter. She was here

with a group of people from the T\etnprlar*du staying in Grand
Rapids with a singing group you see dnlle she was in Grand
Rzpids she called me and asked me: what my name was and then

. she told me that her mothers' name was Hooper. That was my -
I y

older sisters®' name after she got married.. So then I told
her, your mother was my sister and she was very much‘surprised.

' 8he tried to give me her ‘address.: I could not understand he

I could understand -all of 'the other quest1onm that she aaked.

F  But that | could rnot undastand. So she said I will wrlte you. .
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a letter.. She wrote me a letter and then I got the address and |
I wrote her back. I have not received an osvswer yet, because

‘that was. only.3 or L wseks ago that I got her letter.

: . Do youuspeak[Dutch'with_hgr?

Yes T talk Dutch with heritis- & .. o

Dd'you often talk Dutch¢-

No, T don't get the opportunity you see. But shelwéénsurprised i"?”

after all these many years that I could speak the Dutch language
as good as I did. . b L i '

You really don't forget your 1anguage Do you have friends that: 
- come and visit you? ! - _ .

Well, I have only a very few. One of.my close friends whom-.I'd
say, her folks used to be living where you're living now. Her
husbands' folks used to live on the right side. They are younger,
they arerabout 17 years younger. But, every so often they

invite me for an evening. ?ou“see}and we have an evening together.

Do you feel lonely sometimes?

:- Well, while I was still in the barber shop, not so much.because

I have communication with people who came in my shop you.see.
But after I had to retire, which I didn't.like to do, but on

caccount of my health I had to do; So, I have times in the
~.evening that are lonesome. BT like to read and that helps.

bid you cut hair?

Yes, cut hair and shave and at one time I had quite a number

of lady customers. Years ago they didn't have the beauty
parlors like they have now. So ladies came to the regular barber

-shops to get their hair cut. I used to do quite a bit of it.

. Were the women too fusSyb

We take the average lady that came to my barber shop-was. very
eaaily-satisfied. Of course I always try to do as good as I

could.

‘Whnt was thﬂ more rpgular work that you do?"

‘The re guldr work was usual, you would have done more shav1n” then
anything else. _But your halr cutting was well people did not

come so often for a hair cut. Shaving men would come some two

or three times a week and others oaly once a week. I suppose

it was according to their earnings. - Of course a business man

~would come morg mten then the ordinary worker.

. Did you aver make a mistake when you cut someones! hair?

Well, like I say, we started to work as an apprentibe&in the

“barber. shop. We did mostly what we call the lathering of the
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face-wltn the soap on aﬂd then the boss ‘would do »he ‘'shaving.

That way we watched how it was done and gradually some 6f>the.

men would say, you shave me. That way we learned. ' Then of
1t _
were you nervous:the first time that you did it?

Well, no you had to use the razor to sharpen it. You know and

so you got used to handleing it.. When it comes’ to cutting there . 1"

were very few that I cut.

Did. thay get mad?

Well, I tell you like I say there are dlfferences in people, sonme
of them just say well it is an accident, others would be a hlt
angry you see. :

Can you remember something funny? -

No, I never had much trouble that way.

That radio it's beautiful. ‘Is it an antique?

Yes, it's quite old, it is a radio and a record player.

. You bought it here?

-

: . Yes,-Ilbought it here. Iy wife seems to have very good taste of

furniture Somebody told.nmie a while ago that the radic and that
cablnet are worth muney _

Yes it is an antique.

Tour wife was from Holland, MlChlgaﬂ” .

My wife was born in. Amsterdam, Netherlands. I met her in Grand .
Raplds. . 2 i .

How far was your hometown from Amsterdam?

. I was born in the city of Harlén.© 1 wohld say approximatley . . .
12 miles from Amsterdam. But 12 mllea in those-days was a lona -

way
Tell me about your homet wn in the Netherlands° .

The c‘uJ of Harlem is a ‘town of well I would say about almost
like Grand Rapids. HNHot quite that large and it is a district
where 211 of these tulips and hyesines bulbs canme frOﬂ. They
come and order thc;e from a place near . .

What did your father do for a llVlngf

My father worked in a2 dlstlllery He was a foreman there and
three days a week he went out to geu orde R @ave TwWo
children, a son and a daughter. Iy daughte* is married to. .

. her huvca.de neme is Jerry Backs. ie is the administrator of

course like your father or relatlves would say go zhead and do -
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a-véteran facilty in Grand Rapids, where thay'have 700 Of.mofu

0ld soldiers. Some are old or some are crlpnled and so. on.
He is the administrator of that place.

‘Do, you go to 'visit them sometimes?

: No, not very. often.

Do they have children?
No; they have no children.
And your son? '

My son has two children.- His daughter is 18 years old and his
son-is 12 years old. And he is a profesaor of chemlst“y.

On, here in Holland?

No, in Dearborn, Michigan. He has worked. . . taught.in the

-same college for the lasi 20 years. He worked. . . taught

5 years in the high schools but he has been 20.years in this
place. His daug huer is going to graduate this coming Jure
from high quhool this year.

Did you build this house?

My wifas'! brother was in the real estate business and. he had

it built.for us. That was his idea, you know, I was renting.

And he said that it would be nice .to have a home of your nﬁn,
80, we dec¢ided to have our own home. ‘

Is it a tu)ostory houge°
% haa three bedrooms upstalrs and you may say a t01let room
uustanrs and here a complete bathroom, downstalrs.

[ 4

Oh! It is not a two family: house?

No, we did not build it for -two famiiles After all we could

_rent out rooms upstairs but I prefer to live this way

Can you rent for tulip time?

No, .no it means extira work, you know, and you-of cours e, never:

know whom you get or what.yoa get.
Yeah, that's true.

How long does your tape work?.

vle still have =z llutie bit OF this szde. This is for 60

" minutes..

Oh, for an hour?

yes, 30 for one side._and 30 for the other.

Mhere did youlive before here?-
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‘I only lived a year here on eighteenth sireet, right in the

same neighborhood.
Was there another school?

There was our old school then. I haven't got the plcture of

it, but my son-in-law took ®the picture Juat before they started

to tear it down. Ik was, of course, a two story bulldln

It was a wood bulldln39 |

1 - No, brlcko!. + « Ah! There were 5 houses from thls house to
~the school ground. .The school bought those houses.. There

are: three hoguses on. twenthleth street.

: What did you feel when you saw the school down?’

Well, you know I was not used %o seeing that. My children
went to school there. But they got a heautiful school right
now. They got a big play ground which they didn't have before.

What:do you do at tulip time?

Well, I used to go to the parade, you know, and enjoy seeing

the ‘parade, still enjoy seeing the parade but well, of course
the way they have it thls year with all that rain, you know,

I stayed home. :

Does ©Tuliy time remin& you of hone?

No, .because in tan Netﬂeflﬂﬂdo, they didn' 4 make so much of
it. It was a businecs there, you see, they didn't -have a
tulip time like we have here. The parades or anything of
that kind because it was a business, you sce.,

‘Do you fish? .

No, I'm not a sportsman.

Has your house always bnan llha thlu. or dld you have it
remodeled?. ° . g k

Mo, . we used to have a dining room and a living room, but .
later we combined them in one. The only change we had made
was, we bought a different sink in the kitchen. The houses
were made this way in those days, you see, There are.more
houses built practically the same as this, only they have
partial partitions, you see. Sianding up like. this, but we
had built it like this. (He stood up te show.)

¥hat year did you comc to Holland? '

. I came to Holland, Hichigan in 1724, November 1724. And so

we. moved to this house probably in-the early part of the *268.

:* Did you go to the army?

Mo, during World War I. I'was only merried and I was in '’
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Keno: na; Wisconsin then. They have plenty of young men who

were not married who were drafted and so [ ebcaped £eem the
army. But son was in the service during W.W.II. almost
threc years 24d a few months. And my son-in-law was in the’

_serv1cc, I think three years or;%ongur than three years.

«b

We still have some tape but we ‘betier change 1t. Were you LAkt
worried about your son? ° R

'My son went from this country %o France and thLy worked as Rgss
a military group. They went from France to the Netherlands, i

then into Germany .and then to Belguim you see, and they were
there till the end of the war My son-in-law was in the
mﬂdlcal covps.  He was 1n Ital- Africa, and then Italy.

What did you tell your aon wh"n he told you he had to go %o
war?

Well, of course, evéybody else has to go, so he was no ex-
ception. - Of course, during the time that they were over in

"-Europe and battle, we were often concerned because the war
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was .80 severe that you were often thinking of them.

¢

' Did he write to you

- Oh, yes when-ever he had an oppart unity but he. nsver wrote

sbout the battles.
How meany peoPle,have moved from here?

This block has changed very much. Iany people have movead

and of course many hava passed away in these many years. .
Iiving here since 1726, you can well imagine in 50 years time,
lots of people have- moved and also have passed away.

Haé'that affected you?

Well of courqu, o" thiss alot of those folks. We had very nice
neighbors here. [izny people mav1no, and of course now tnej are
all strange and I think people are busy today too. .They either
o o o well, they go places or else they are interested in t.v.
and s0 on and t 2%t keeps them at home too.

Do you like t.v.7

No, I have a ¥.v., not in this room I have it in the bedroom._

But all the news I get there on the radio. = I think that's the o

way I feel. Of course, people feel different then L do, but
I think it 18 a waste of time to s8it around and just look at
pictures. Ya! When you sit and television, you can't do
anything else. Yes! My grandsaon likes to watch those foot- .
ball games, baseball games, and all these different sporis,
and he, eajoys looking at them, of course, he is young.

When you Jare younger, did you &e. to partis s nevﬂ in Holland7
! [o, we were usually hone, me and my w1fe were gt home

L
and well aathfleﬁ you see.. Today peque are different, they
are not staisfied at home any more. -They wdnt to go places,

.
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" you know and I nevar was much for sports. If I had beer, of
course, probably goinz to baseball games or somethlng like that

but I. . . well in a barber shop, you work f¥om Zo'clock in

the morning till 8 Or 9 o'clock at night and on Saturday you .
work almost till midnight. Well, the morning man works Iill 6
o'c¢lock and if they want tq, get a shave or hait cut ‘you _have :
to come after 6 o clock and the buszness people canme durlng theu
aay. -

In the barber shop did you hava a helper?

No, I always.wormed alone, except when I was in Wisconsin, then®

- I had somebody working with me. But otherwise since I came to .-
Holland, I always worked alone. iy ! : -

How big was your harber shop?

: - The barber shop was not a very large place. I doubt. . .. if

you have gone over to the elghu“eenth street back of the mini
mart, you know, Zhait.is a small bulldlng and. I was in that
bulldxnr for over 50 years. .

. What did you have in tne barbe‘ shop”

Just 2 barber chair and the regular walting chairs, you know,

and then I have a cover and a stand in froat of the barber chair

where I had my tools on.
Did you cut hair with scissors?

Scissors and first 3z nand cllnner and later on eletric clipper.

. The hand clipper . . . I don't know if I have one here (He went

to 4 desk and looked in a drawer.) this is the hand clipper that

T used %o use it worked this vay,(aemoqstratgs). and this one
© I took along from thn Netherlands.

Do -they work?

This is a small one, later on we nad used lar I2r ones dnd of
course this would be an antique to other penple.

: Tney arﬁ in per;e t condltloq.

Tt was 211 hand work then when I first started to work 1n a
barbar shop. 3

Did you cut hair of children?

Children? Oh ves, (Tquwnq), and someone very hard to cut -
because they holler like ow!, (laughs)!!

But most of your clients were adults?

Yes,.altho the people in those days didn't cut their children's
hair and so they came with them to the barber shop and sometime
I had very young cnes who were afraid and later on when you got
the glectric cl\ppa* they wsre still more afraid beczuse of the
noisa. 1 & e : '

Who was the Tirst ons?

¥
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Oh, I don't xnow! ! Some fights really fight, the mother or
father_just usaed to have to hold them down. ‘

Were adult people afrald of tne electric Cllppers too9-

No, no., W4Well I can't say that, because gracudlly they got used
to well. . . to seeing them you see. "Thiy had different ones.
Today they . Just have a long cord and "z clipper on it. You know
like years ago they had a regulzr stand where- the cllpper would .
hang on. I have one like that one there. .I%t's still in working
condition butithe time rhythm that you have with the cord is
somewhat easier to handle, you see, I'm surcwe éan find another
one.(he went downstairs to bring the electric clipper.) The
cord is cut off but is.in perfect conditian if the cord in oa.

.( At this point John shows me how to operate thﬁ,electrlc cllpper

“he brought upata1rs.)

No wonder the children .were afrala of the tnlng Does it make
too much noise? _

- They make more noise that the ones they have now.

When did you get this one?

Oh, I would say this. . . prabably; . . 45 years ago. I have

a picture yet, I was cutting somebodys' hzir with this clipper
and they took the picture and that_picture was taken. . . the
calender hanging on the wall and it was in 1925 you can see it
is 52 years old. And that picture shows that the man was sitting
there looking for that, sitting there and you can see :the cord
coming form the ceiling as I touched his Iace with these clippers
that's the way thes plctJrﬂ hq.

: -Did,you enjoy 1it?

I still enjoy it.,” I wouldn't be éuttiﬁg_hair down ‘in The base
ment if I didn't still enjoy it. Yesterday I cul my daughters.
hair and I cut herchusbands' hair. ; : _

whnn you btarted how much did you charge°

: Ne charaed 5 cent ‘for a shave and 10 cents for a haifhcutf

And now? .

The peovle don't gEu shaved anymore in the barber shon. they -
a2ll have there eleciric shavers or the little shaver,. you know,
and the hair zcutting now is all the way from two and -a half

to five dollars. But you see when years ago.thw working people
didn't make very much money. The first year that I came to
America [ couldn't speak the language so 1 couldn't work in a
barber shop the first year. 5o I worked in the furniture
factory and they paid ten cents an hour for just ordinary

viork and the men working at the machines first class workmen
fufteen cents an hour. So the barber ccouldan't charge very .much
for s hair cut (ohuchlu). as L say becauss the people didn't

“have the money.- 4
Did you work'in soms other things?

4 PR e g e



Ne, I only wbrked in the furniture factory fer a year yba'éee
and by that time I hzd learned enough of the language, I dida't
know very well, but enough, so that L.got a job in a barber shop

.An.Grand Rapide,. .This man his custoners were mosily Holland

vpeople many who couldn't speak the Duteh language so I was just
the kind of qnan he nseded. ' : il

: . And the kind of job you wanted. And then you°

Like I say, I worked at it fdr one year: in a furnlture factory

© ..and then I worked for him for 2 -years and then I went to

5

1

Wisconsin.
And there it was your business?

“No, I worked for somebody else first and later on I started a

1ittle shop for my own and some how or -dthér we mdved:back to
Michigan. I sold my little barber shop over there to some
other barber and I want to dlchlgan to Holland. .

Where did you’ marry° '
wgll I was married in Wisconsin I met my wife in Grand Rapids,

but durlnrr the time I was in Wisconsin we got married. We got
nmarried in Grand Rapids becauze her folks.lived in Grand Rapids

and we came here to Grand Rapids. We were married for 50 years....
‘What do you do.when you need 2 hair cut? . '

I go to another barber!(laughs) A friend of mine,
It has been very interesting talking with you?

Well, it was nice talﬁing with you too.

~ Then he showed me old pictures from his family;' The picture

of the electric clipper. A slip of the Holland Sentinel from

- two years ago. They interviewed him while he was still working

in his barber shop in Washington square. He called me back to
tell me that his recorder, record only half of the interview,
and he would like to record mine.
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